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One




“You’re not still sore at me, are you?” Locke asked.

Ash didn’t immediately respond. He was currently busy inspecting the back of his eyelids for the truth of sleep. He didn’t want to deal with the trickster in his head.

“Don’t be so grumpy, my Chosen One,” said Locke in a pouty, insufferable tone. He had the firm mental image that she’d been saying it while pinching his chin. Ash was having a harder time dealing with her since a few hours ago when she’d revealed the fact that she was, in truth, a woman. “Besides, aren’t you glad? Just think of all the fun we can have now. I can say terrible things to you.

“Though… I suppose it’ll be more fun for me when I remind you of all the wonderfully dirty thoughts you have and how I’d be happy to help, and you running away or screaming at me.”

I swear-I swear, Locke, that this is the dumbest joke you’ve ever made.

“But it isn’t a joke, my Chosen One,” purred Locke. “I’m a woman. I always have been. I was born one and lived as one for hundreds of years.

“I was just— well, I had a peek around your world just before I gave myself to you and used your little handheld electronic device. It was surprising how many men didn’t like the idea of a woman guiding them. Didn’t like being taught by a woman or taking advice from one.”

Ash couldn’t actually deny that Locke was correct. There really were a great many men who simply couldn’t take instruction from a woman.

“My Chosen One, don’t be that way,” Locke pleaded, her tone changing once again. “You know you’re my one and only. I chose you above all others.

“I know we fight and... well, that I’m a bit of a bad girl and cause you problems, but didn’t you miss me when I was gone? I know you did. I’ve always had your back.”

He couldn’t deny that.

When they’d fallen into the cave to escape from the assassins, she’d done all she could for him. Silently holding back his tribulation with all that she was even as Chunhua and Na helped him physically.

Letting his thoughts drift further and further back, he really had no ground to stand on. From the Veil-overlap with the Kin and his meeting with Trav, to the competitions and getting rid of Bartek, Locke had been there.

Tricking his brother, the war with the Deng, saving his sister, qualifying to join a sect, learning his carving abilities, and honestly, creating the Sheng Alliance as a whole. Locke had been a foundational support for him.

I just feel like you lied to me. You hid things from me.

“I know. And I’m sorry, my Chosen One,” Locke said in an earnest tone. “Forgive the bad girl? I promise I’ll make it up to you later. Cross my heart and hope to die without getting laid.”

Unable to help himself, Ash rolled his eyes and grinned.

Locke was still an insufferable ass. She’d just become a flirty, insufferable ass.

“By the way, Na isn’t actually asleep. She’s dozing in and out, but… not asleep,” Locke warned. “With that said, since I think you’re likely to be busy in a moment, I made a critical mistake.

“I prioritized your tribulation that we fought down over keeping an eye on Tai and Ehrinis in the Hall. I missed a few days of making sure she had birth control. There might just be an oopsie.”

Ash had no idea how to respond to either of those statements.

“So… oops! I’m sure she’ll be fine and Tai’s swimmers didn’t win the prize. I guess we’ll find out in a month or so, though.

“Anyway. I’ll be away for a little bit. Working on a surprise for you, my Chosen One. If Chunhua or Jia show up before I get back, stall. I want to be there when you have your first time with either of them,” Locke said in a rush and then went silent.

Before Ash could complain or mentally chase after her, he felt Na shift against his side.

“Master Sheng?” she asked quietly.

That was certainly the last thing he wanted her calling him. Instead of responding, he grunted.

“A-Ashley?” Na tried this time.

“Yes, Na Sheng?” he replied.

“I’d like to perform my nightly duties again,” she murmured in a quiet voice. Her hand on his chest began to slowly move back and forth.

Ash knew that sunrise was still a few hours away. It was likely that everyone would be returning at some point during the day as well. The only person who wouldn’t be around was Chunhua, who was working on her own tribulation.

“Sure,” agreed Ash, opening his eyes and looking down at her where she lay by his side. “I’d like that. Perform away, Na.”

He was done running away. From Na, or anyone else. He’d stand up to whatever came and handle it one way or another.

And surprises can be fun. Right, Locke?

Locke didn’t respond to his bait. She remained silent.

“Then I shall,” Na said and then moved on top of him. Her slim, athletic waist settled down over him. She was still quite naked.

Her blue-black hair was swept back behind her head in a loose ponytail. Her light-brown eyes nearly glowed as she gazed down at him with unhidden anticipation.

She and Mei shared nearly every trait and had very similar facial attributes. Except Na was incredibly pretty. To the point that when she smiled, she often was capable of causing Ash to miss a step.

Prettier than even Mei, although where Na was slim and athletic—the ideal beauty for this world—Mei was curvy and well-built.

Ash couldn’t deny that he was more attracted to Mei’s figure, but he could never truly look away from Na’s face without forcing himself.

“My dear cousin lied to me,” Na whispered, her right hand coming up to caress his jaw and cheek. “Sex is far… far… far more worthwhile than she ever let on.

“And do remember… Yue is my partner-wife. I have claimed her space for her by joining you in bed. You cannot deny her. Just as you’ll not be able to deny Jia when she asks, as she’s Mei’s partner.”

I… fine. I’ll not decline.

If possible… Tala-Tala or Jia should be next. I promised one, and the other…

Ash’s thoughts trailed off as he considered the idea of sleeping with Jia. His heart skipped a beat as his thoughts flew backward.

Back to his somewhat faded desires and a long-held crush for Jia. An unrequited love for one of his first friends in this veil.

It’d only recently been reignited through her direct pursuit of him.

Then Na smiled and leaned down to kiss him ferociously, shattering and shooing his thoughts away. Neither Jia, Tala, nor anyone else could hold a place in his mind with Na at hand.




***




Exiting house number one on Sheng Street, Ash yawned. Scratching absently at his chest, he looked outward, wondering what might happen today.

“Don’t forget… for lunch today, we need to swallow that Tribulation crystal,” Locke reminded him. “Just… ah… make sure Na is nearby. Fairly certain you’ll choke on it and we’ll have to do something.”

Errr… yeah. I don’t think I can swallow a plum-sized crystal. Please tell me there’s another way?

The rough, full-of-life laugh that Locke let out at that thought made the skin on Ash’s neck prickle.

“Ooh, my Chosen One… yes, there’s another way we can absorb it rather than swallowing it. We just need to sit down with it and take it in like it’s Qi,” Locke confessed. “We just have to use some of the energy we took from the Tribulation itself to crack open the crystal.

“Swallowing it would grant us more Qi, but I’m sure I can absorb most of it without concern if we crack it open. Trust in me to take care of you.”

Ash was starting to wish that the purely sarcastic and mocking version of Locke would come back. He wasn’t sure how much of the added playful flirtiness he could handle.

“I was always like this. It was getting harder and harder to suppress,” said Locke, clearly reading his thoughts. “You were getting a little uncomfortable with me at the end there, too. Now I don’t have to hold back and I can say really fun things!

“Besides, I was being nice just now. I could have said something like, ‘If I had my original body, I’d show you how I’d swallow you and your crystal, my Chosen One’.

“See? I’m super nice. I’m actively toning it down when I feel I should. It’s not all sex-kitten twenty-four-seven, which, you know, it could be.”

Ash felt his ears burning at the way Locke had just said that in his mind.

“Ah! Ashley, what a pleasant surprise.”

Looking at the speaker, Ash found Master Zha standing not far away.

The Master of the Outer Sect, Gen Sheng’s lover, and a ruthless cultivator—she was exactly what someone would expect as a master.

She appeared to be in her early forties, but that meant little. The world of the cultivator was filled with mysteries.

Her black hair was pulled back from her face in a tight ponytail and her dark-brown eyes were locked on Ash at the moment. She was very attractive for an older woman and would have likely been a real beauty in her youth.

Standing next to her was quite possibly a younger version of the Outer Sect Master. Ash didn’t have to think very hard to realize that it was Zha’s niece.

Just as slim and athletic as her aunt, she shared most of the same features with her. When described by Zha, she’d said her niece had been attractive. She’d partially undersold it.

Zha’s niece was just as pretty as Na was, if not more so. Perhaps it was that she was a fully-mature young woman and had a year or two on Ash.  He wasn’t entirely sure about her age, but he couldn’t deny that she was attractive beyond what Ash could describe.

Or at least she was to him.

Uncomfortably so.

“Ashley, this is my niece, Siu Zha,” said Master Zha. Then she put a hand behind Siu’s back and physically shoved her toward Ash. “Siu, this is Ashley Sheng.”

The beautiful young woman stumbled forward several steps, not expecting the sudden push. Coming to a stop just in front of Ash, she pressed one hand into the other and bowed her head to him.

Ash quickly bowed his head in return to her, as well as returning her gesture. He was trying to give her some measure of respect, despite her aunt having already taken that from her.

She was handing her niece off like a prized pig come to market.

Master Zha looked around them at their surroundings, then back to Ash.

“I hope you’ll be able to incorporate Siu into your harem. If you do utilize her, please make sure you’re using lightning vine, Ash. Her future can’t afford to have a child put upon her yet, but I wouldn’t be too cross either if she did, either. You’d just have to care for her since her prospects would be limited.

“By the way, I’ve finalized all the payments you earned as well. I had them deposited with the alchemist’s store,” Zha said, apparently satisfied they didn’t have anyone listening in. “Good work. I have to go check in on my Gen. I’ll see you later.”

Not waiting any longer, Zha inclined her head fractionally to Ash and then walked away. She left behind Siu as if she were nothing more than a bartered object that’d been traded off.

Once Zha was gone and out of hearing range, Ash finally looked back at the niece.

“I-I’m in your care,” Siu murmured in a soft, warm voice. It was a voice that affected Ash in a way that made him actually want to care for her.

Her entire body was huddled in on itself in a way that felt weak. As though he needed to step in and protect her or she might be taken immediately.

“Pass,” Ash said simply, firming his resolve and strengthening his spine. “I’ll be honest with you, Siu, you’re lovely, but I’m not interested. I already have more women than I want to deal with. Literally.

“My entire alliance keeps getting called ‘my harem’. If I can limit that number by even one, I’d be happy to do so. So unless you want to join my alliance, you can just… do whatever you want. I’ll not put any claims on you despite your aunt.”

Glancing up at him through her bangs, Siu seemed to be considering him.

Suddenly, she stood upright, her shoulders squared, and she met his eyes openly.

“Ah, thank you for that,” Siu said, her tone now much stronger and stable. “My aunt was determined to make me a concubine to you.

“And while you’re handsome enough for an Outlander, you don’t really fit my tastes. I’ll just tell her we had a quick go of it, but it didn’t work out. Maybe I’ll join your alliance as well as just a member. I heard the requirement is being a maiden though, so I’m afraid I’m already disqualified. My youth wasn’t so kind to me and that was taken from me by force. It’s one of the reasons my aunt is so determined to see me cared for.”

Waving a hand at Ash, Siu turned and started walking away.

Unable to really process the whole situation, Ash just watched the beautiful young woman leave.

“In other words… Zha wanted Siu here to protect her from others. Siu was willing to come here if only to appease Zha and was willing to act a part to that end,” murmured Locke. “Hm. Well, I suppose that makes sense given the culture. Poor thing. She’s had a rough road.”

“It isn’t—” Ash called after Siu, causing the young woman to stop in her tracks and look back at him. Taking several steps after the woman, Ash caught up to her. He didn’t want to shout after her. “Ah, that is… it isn’t a requirement. That’s just one of my people not listening to my wishes and spreading silly rumors. Are you sworn to anyone?”

“No,” Siu said, shaking her head. A curious smile flitted across her face as her eyebrows drew upward.

“Then you’d be welcome to join the alliance if you wish. Though they will indeed say you’re part of my harem if you did so,” explained Ash with a shake of his head. “If anyone gives you a problem about joining, just seek me out. I’ll fix it.”

Siu’s smile grew wider at that and she pursed her lips.

Then she leaned in quickly and kissed his cheek. Reaching up with her hand, she lightly patted the same spot with her fingertips as she drew away from him.

“Trying to save me already? I’m flattered,” Siu said. “I think I will indeed join your alliance. You don’t seem like the type to impose your needs on me and this sounds like a safe place to grow.

“And who knows? Maybe I’ll force my way into your actual harem after all. I think it’d be fun to chase instead of being chased.”

Once more, Siu turned and walked away from him, leaving him standing there in the road.

Distantly, the sun started to appear over the horizon and cast its first true rays across the world. Ash turned away from the glare and looked back at his home.

A safe place to grow.

That does seem to be the crux of the entire problem, doesn’t it?

Creating a safe place to grow. Finding the unpolished and unnoticed talents.

Giving a chance to those who would never have it.

“So it would seem, yes,” Locke agreed grumpily. “Though… I don’t like her. She was far too free with you. Far too free.”

It reminded Ash of exactly the same way Jia sounded when she was jealous or envious of Mei. As if Locke were frustrated at what Siu had just done.

“Of course, I’m jealous,” admitted Locke with a soft harrumph. “You’re my Chosen One. I selected you above all others. Before Jia, before Mei, before anyone. Mine. My Chosen One.

“I’ve reigned it in this long and I will no longer hide it as of this moment. So yes, Siu was far too free with you. And while we’re talking about it, so are the others.”

The possessive qualities to Locke’s wording were a surprise to Ash. Yet at the same time, it wasn’t, really. He’d definitely felt some strange vibes from Locke in the past and now they made sense.

An ownership that didn’t really fit with the earlier personality he’d known as Locke.

“Damnit all,” grumbled Locke. “You know, I don’t mind if you realize I’m childish, a bad girl, an insufferable ass, sarcastic, and all the other awful traits about me that you tend to list off, but what I can’t stand is when I get interrupted.”

Interrupted?

“Ashley!”

A second after the shout, Ash turned back toward Sheng Street. In the far distance, he could see Siu nearing the exit. Much closer than that, however, was a group of four people heading for him.

At the front was a very excited-looking Ying Yue, who was running straight toward him.

“It seems they all passed their tribulation,” Locke said and then sighed. “That’s good, though. We’ll need everyone we have and then some. I suppose I just thought I had a few more hours of you to myself. It’s always so much harder to speak with you when they’re all around.

“Oh well, that’s fine. I always have you all to myself in the evenings and mornings. Or when you go to the bathroom.”

The thought of a woman listening in on him going to the bathroom was a bit too much for his thoughts at the moment. So much so, that he was surprised when he saw Yue was already within twenty feet of him.

Her light-brown hair was cut short and pinned close to her head. She’d added a single blue ribbon that ran right down the middle of her hair toward the back of her head.

Her hazel eyes held a more than fanatical edge as she seemed to stare right through his head.

Sprinting with cultivator speed, she was suddenly in front of him. Then went right through him. Carrying him clear off his feet and into the grass beyond the road.

“ASHLEY!” she screeched and then buried her face in his neck. Holding onto him with all her strength, she curled up on top of him. Her legs were pressed to his sides, and her hands clutched at his chest.

She then started to let out long, whimpering sobs that turned into full-volume wails, while clinging to him with all her strength.

I… should have suspected something like this. They had to leave for their tribulation while I was missing.

“There, there,” whispered Ash, wrapping his arms around the small, feisty survivor of the evils of the world. “I’m alright. Everything is fine. Chunhua and Na are fine, as well.”

Staring up to the sky above, Ash just laid there, holding gently onto the hysterically crying young woman. After a few minutes, other faces appeared above him.

First was Mei, looking much like Na but with a substantially fuller figure.

“Hello, Master Sheng. I’ve returned to you,” Mei said, grinning at him.

Next to Mei was Jia, her midnight-black hair hanging around her face and shoulders, making her black eyes appear all the darker.

“Indeed. Greetings, Master Sheng. Your Jia Sheng the Bound has come back to you,” said Jia with a wide smile. “As I always have and will. Your Mistress and your Bound one would like your company when you have time.”

“Really? We’re starting with that?” Mei asked, looking at Jia with an even wider smile.

“I mean, you and I are working together now, should I not lean into that?” Jia countered. “I will get what I desire. I will not let myself or anyone else get in my way again.”

At the edge of his vision on the other side, Ash saw Rou. She seemed to be hovering on the edge of the group, waiting for her moment to step in.

Then Jia and Mei stood up fully and were now discussing something else.

Turning his head toward Rou, Ash continued to hold and pet Yue.

“Hello, my Qi Healer,” Ash said, not responding to Jia or Mei.

Glancing away, then back to him, Rou stepped closer.

Her hair was fully red now, the dye having completely washed out. Her blue eyes picked across his face as if she were looking for something wrong.

“You’re… alright, my cultivator?” she asked in a tentative tone.

“Very well. Thank you. In the end, Na and Chunhua saved my life. They’re both fine as well,” Ash said, repeating his comment from earlier. “I survived my tribulation, the Inner Sect leader is… I’m pretty sure Gen has killed him by now, and everything else is resolved.”

Rou smiled and gave a sharp nod, then she let out a soft sigh.

“I’m glad that my partner saved you and that she is well,” Rou murmured while Jia and Mei discussed something. Rou looked at Jia and Mei and then back to Ash. “Did you perhaps let Chunhua joi—”

A hard clack brought Ash’s attention to the side.

Na stood in the doorway to his home.

She was in a disheveled uniform, her hair spilled wildly around her head, and she looked tired.

Rou, Jia, Mei, and even Yue were all now looking at Na.

“Well. At least they can’t see the hickey you left on her shoulder. There were actually some teeth marks on that one, you animal,” offered Locke in a conciliatory tone. “And be thankful it wasn’t me standing there. I’d likely be wearing my uniform so that I could show it off. Nothing like a good love bite to assert dominance.”

Na ignored everyone else standing there, and instead looked at Ashley.

Pressing one hand into the other, she bowed her head to him.

“Thank you for allowing me to perform my nightly duties,” Na deadpanned. “Each time was most enjoyable.”

“That works, too, I guess. I still would have shown off the hickey,” said Locke in an offhand way. “That was just too blunt and had no… sexual appeal to it. Almost boring, I guess.

“I mean, listen to how I’d do it. Imagine me just sliding the uniform down a bit as if it were an accident and showing some skin, and the hickey. Then grabbing the uniform and pulling it up as if to hide it. Pushing my knees together and then drawing up behind the door. I could look sexy and innocent all at the same time, while showing off what you did.

“Now… isn’t that a lot better? Sexier and more fun?”

“Oh,” Yue said, raising her head to look at Na. Then she once again pushed her head under Ash’s chin. “Good job, Na. Really good job. Thank you.”

Ash assumed that she’d said it like that to remind him that by accepting Na, he’d accepted Yue. Which was the last thing he wanted to consider right now.





Two




“It was Bao?” asked Moira in an incredulous tone. “Really? That’s… rather unexpected.”

The Owl woman was seated in one of the chairs around his table. Her white and black hair hung loosely around her face, framing her giant yellow eyes and making them appear brighter. Almost larger, at times, too. It gave her a slightly alien look that wasn’t unpleasant to Ash.

Her large wings were pressed to her back in their natural position and she was dressed in her usual form-fitting leather armor.

After retreating from the street and back into his home, they’d been joined by Moira and Tala. The only open seat at the table was Chunhua’s, as the sorceress was still undergoing her tribulation at the moment. One of Gen’s assistants was helping her move through it without a risk to her life.

Na laid a hand on Ash’s back and began to lightly stroke him back and forth. Her fingers gliding across with just enough force for him to feel it. Then she leaned in close to him and pressed herself into his arm.

“You’ve yet to eat anything today and I don’t think you ate dinner last night. At least not that I know of,” Na whispered for his ear alone. Her lips dragged over his earlobe as she spoke.

“It is most certainly unexpected that he was the culprit,” Jia stated in agreement. She also sounded rather annoyed.

“May I fetch you a light snack and a cup of tea?” continued Na, not really participating in the broader conversation.

Ash nodded his head, feeling a little fuzzy with Na so close to him. While he’d given in to his desire and bedded her, she still made him feel rather odd when she was this close to him.

Mei and Moira had a similar effect on him.

Then Na was gone, drifting away towards where food and drinks were stored. Left behind was the lingering warmth of her hand.

“They’re trying to sell the entire sect to the Flaming Mantis. I’m not sure why they would do such a thing. The sect has always been one of the more loyal and dutiful to the legal system. It’s pitiful that Bao is involved,” Mei said with a growl. “Despicable. Between the Deng family, Bao, and the Inner Sect, this whole sect has become rotten in a single generation.”

“Curious coming from the last of the Deng,” mused Locke with a chuckle. “Then again, she’s referred to herself as Mei Sheng for a while now. Just as Na and Jia do. Mmm. Would I be Locke Sheng, then?”

Call yourself whatever you like. I’ll never refer to you as it.

“Aww, that’s not fair. You’re my Chosen One, and I’m your blushing bride, Locke Sheng. I mean, who gave you all those pointers on how to make Mei squeal? Or how to really make Moira moan?” Locke asked in a pointed and direct way. “It certainly wasn’t something you came up with. Now was it? Who was it that helped you pop Na like the cap on a shook up soda?

“It was your precious Locke Sheng, was it not? I’m giving you all the tips that I learned worked on me and the women I bedded, you know. You can admit all this, or we can have a nasty husband and wife argument about it.”

We’re not-we’re not talking about this, no! No.

He couldn’t deny that Locke had given him countless pointers both before and after he’d fooled around with Moira and Mei. Even going so far as to interject what to do when he was with Na.

He’d never responded directly to any of the “tips” as Locke had called them, but he’d been unable to not think of them. To the point that Ash had actually tried more than a few of them out.

In implementing them, he’d indirectly admitted he’d listened to Locke though she’d never made a comment about it previously.

Beyond that, her advice had been correct and even worked.

“Hmph. Have it your way. I’m going to go work on a few things. I’ll be around later and we’ll have that argument,” Locke said and then went quiet.

“—not outside of what we suspected. It just means that we were correct. On top of that, we will need to be doubly cautious moving forward,” Jia said with a pat to the table. “Though I am quite concerned about the situation with Bao. I do not think it is over.”

“Hmph. Over or not, Bao is fortunate my elegant self was not there,” Tala said, her shiny black fur bristling along her ears. Her long hair of the same color was pulled back into a loose ponytail.

Her long, forward-hanging rabbit ears moved when she gave her head a small shake and then folded her arms across her chest. Lifting one long leg, she uncrossed her legs, and then re-crossed them, switching which one was on top.

As always, Ash felt the strange way he always did when he looked at her.

She was quite pretty with delicate features and a lithe, athletic figure. Her beautiful face with warm, bright-green eyes belied the fact that she was actually a fierce warrior, and a prideful one at that.

“I’m afraid I would have not valued his life and would have put my sword through him as he laid there,” Tala said with some heat. “Crushed testicles or not. He is not a useful man to be kept in the sect.”

“Gen fears that without him, others who are stronger than he is would attack the sect directly,” Ash said, relaying their master’s fear. “Perhaps even the Flaming Mantis. Maybe what they couldn’t take by crook, they’d try by hook. Or in this case, sword and fist.”

Yue, who was seated on Ash’s right, was still clutching his hand. Her fingers were clenched tightly on it, keeping it locked firmly between both of hers.

Treating his hand as if he were a kite string. If she dared to let go he might fly off.

“I’ve already been making arrangements for us,” Yue said, looking around at the rest of the group. “Either to leave the sect entirely or to stay. I’m planning for both. I’m keeping most of my assets liquid and I’ve started looking into other locations elsewhere, just in case. I can back out and sell my store and location easily enough. Even at a profit.”

“It would be most unfortunate if we were forced to leave, but it’s something we should indeed consider,” said Na, leaning over Ash’s shoulder to place a small plate of snacks in front of him. It was followed by a cup of tea on a saucer.

Leaning in closer to him as she finished, she kissed his cheek, and then went and took a seat on the other side of Yue. She was behaving as she always did, although now she was adding affectionate twists to it all.

Mei and Moira had grins on their faces. The exchange between Na and himself had apparently met with their approval. Jia looked envious, though also had a weak smile on her face. Tala and Yue both looked unsurprised and uninterested at the same time.

“Yes. It’s something we should at least consider,” Ash said, trying not to let the flow of the conversation go. “There’s always been the possibility that we have to move on. I refuse to let-to let my goals end here and now. With the Jade Fist sect. It’s far too soon.”

“Goals?” Moira asked, her large eyes closing slowly then opening again. “Did you discover your intent while you were fleeing the assassins?”

“I… somewhat. Maybe?” Ash muttered, then shook his head and looked at Moira. Meeting her eyes, he let out a sigh. It was somewhat awkward to discuss, given that Rou and Yue were at the table.

A Qi Healer who would have never been and a young woman who had suffered at the hands of a cultivator without morals. They were the same problem on opposite sides of the coin.

“I hate to make this worse… but Chunhua is coming. She’s only ten seconds or so away,” Locke warned in an apologetic voice. “I only now sensed her at the edge of my scans. If you’re going to answer them, and you should, you might as well wait for her to show up. Since it concerns her.”

Ash sighed again, then looked down at the table in front of him.

“I did,” he admitted, then paused. Saying nothing more, he was determined to wait for Chunhua.

“Ash? Could you—”

Before Jia could ask for any more information, the door opened behind him with a clack.

“Oh!” was Chunhua’s surprised response.

“She cleared her tribulation. It seems as if she’s already consumed her tribulation crystal, given her level. She is a level two Mortal Refiner. Everyone else around you is a level one, except for Na. She needs to finish her tribulation. You’re also a level one,” Locke offered helpfully. “No one else has consumed their crystal that I can tell.”

“I’m so glad everyone’s here,” Chunhua said. The sound of the door shutting behind her was followed by her footsteps.

Ash turned his head to watch her as she moved over to take her seat at the table.

With a figure that could match Mei’s, Chunhua didn’t fit this world’s mold for beauty. On top of that, her ghostly-white eyes and irises set her apart from everyone else. Her brown hair was neatly pulled back from her face in a tight braid.

“You knew she was coming,” Tala said with absolute conviction. “You… waited. You knew she was coming. There is more here. Far more. You will tell my elegant self wh—”

Tala stopped mid-sentence, her mouth hanging open and her tongue pressed to her front teeth. Suddenly, her mouth closed, she gave her head a small shake, and then put her elbow onto the table.

“I would appreciate you telling me what’s going on, my Ashley Sheng,” she said in a much softer tone. Then she gave him a smile that even reached and warmed her eyes. One that made Ash’s mind run around in a small circle and collapse on itself. “I cannot demand it of you and I won’t. But… but I’d appreciate it if you could tell me everything. Especially as… as someone who willingly wishes to share a bed with you, and cares for your well-being.”

“Holy shit,” Locke muttered. “I... uh… wow. I’ll just try to keep that smile of hers permanently in my memory. There really isn’t much else to tell them as far as the truth goes. I’d just tell them you sensed her with your Battle Cultivation.”

Staring at Tala for several seconds, Ash slowly looked at the faces of each person sitting around the table.

“I sensed her with an ability of mine,” Ash said, then held his hands up. “Everything else you already know. I can make abilities, change them, carve enhancements into your bodies, provide you with papers that transfer abilities or information, and I have an artifact that houses all of that and—as you all know firsthand—a full library.”

The way Tala was looking at him was something he hadn’t seen from her before. There was no suspicion. It simply held trust and a firm belief in his words.

She felt that he was telling her everything and wouldn’t doubt him at all.

“I don’t think—”

“There’s also a voice only I can hear. They’ve been with me since I came to this veil. They live in the ring, in the Hall. They help me with the abilities, transference papers, and carvings,” said Ash, ignoring Locke before she could warn him against what he was going to say.

Looks of surprise flashed across everyone’s faces.

“Their name is Locke and they’re also the reason I’m in the veil,” Ash finished. “Now… are there questions or should I go on to my goals?”

Tala’s bright smile had grown once her surprise vanished. Now she was leaning toward him, both elbows on the table, gazing intently at him. The way she was presenting herself also did a great job of showing off her neckline.

“Move on to the goals. My elegant self waits upon your words, my Ashley Sheng,” she replied in a warm, silky tone. “And thank you for revealing all to me, if only because my elegant self asked.”

“Oh fine, use me to earn some pussy points. That’s fine. I don’t mind,” grumbled Locke. “Locke Sheng is a gracious wife and will support her man in all things. Even bedding the other wives. And when the time comes, don’t grab her ears. But stroke the inner furry part with your fingertips.

“You hear me? Acknowledge that you heard me. You will treat her delicately. Stroke the inner furry part with fingertips only. No grabbing the ears.”

Ash was feeling more and more off-kilter about Locke. Ever since they’d gone to the Veil-overlap and come back, she’d seemed far more alive. Far more filled with a complex personality that had its own needs and wants.

As if she were indeed fully among the living now, it was a far cry from the robotic personality she’d started out with. He also knew he needed to respond to her.

I… acknowledge that I heard you. I had no intention of treating her roughly anyway.

“Good! Thank you for listening. Maybe I won’t have to have that husband and wife argument with you after all,” murmured Locke. She sounded appeased.

“My goals are very simple. I want to find the Rou’s,” Ash said as he first indicated the Qi Healer and then moved his hand to gesture at the massively talented sorceress, “and the Chunhua’s. Give them a chance to become all that they can.

“Because let’s be honest here. Chunhua had garbage for skills and cultivation. Someone would have snatched her, used her up, and then tossed her to the side. She had no backing, no money, and no way to move ahead.

“The same goes for Rou, but perhaps worse. She has almost no martial abilities or talent—I’m sorry, Rou, but you don’t—and yet, she’s the rarest type of cultivator of all. A Qi Healer.

“Had I been an evil man, I could have walked off with her and done what I willed. No one would have stopped me and that’d be the end of Rou.

“Or even Yue, with her smaller Dantian. Yet now she’s an extremely well versed alchemist with a laundry list of achievements already.

“I can’t help but wonder about the countless thousands of vanished cultivators over the course of the last decade alone. Across all the sects. Through all the realms. How many talents and unique people were just… lost?

“I obviously can’t protect citizens in the same way. They’re only citizens. But someone with a Dantian? Someone with the potential to become a cultivator? Even with just an above-average talent… I can mold them into so much more.

“My goal is to make a new sect in the future. At some point down the line. A place where I can achieve that goal: build up those who would have been cast out and turn them into people who can then shape the world.”

Everyone was staring at him with a strange blend of realization and surprise.

“I… me?” Chunhua asked in a quiet voice.

“Chunhua… you’re… the most talented person here. There’s perhaps one person more talented than you in the entire sect,” said Ash. “That includes the masters.”

“Correct. Our dear, aggressive Liu has more talent, but that’s it,” Locke confirmed. “And it isn’t by much.”

“I put a cultivation skill in you that will empower you all the way to a Heavens-Defying Immortal. There will be precious few who can compare to you even before you reach the top.

“The runes I engraved on your back will grow in power with you as they’re based on you and your own growth. They have no set limits,” Ash continued. “And you were at my mercy with no way out. You had skills and a cultivation that had started you on a path of absolute mediocrity.

“You’re… you... you’re a fire that was being fed twigs and sticks. Now, I’ve shoved a forest full of logs into your flame and I’m watching the massive bonfire grow ever higher. A flame that’ll lick at the heavens and scorch it, if they wished. You’ll reach the peak and probably surpass it.”

Ash turned and looked at Mei, pointing a finger at her.

“Mei, do you even use your old skills anymore? Now that I gave you your own set which was put together just for you?” Ash asked, getting straight to the heart of his points. “Even as talented as you were, did I not shift your potential instantly?”

“I don’t use the old skills. Everything you’ve ever given me has been a blessing. You did indeed move my power up significantly, my beloved Ashley,” replied Mei with a tender smile. “Will you carve into my back this evening? I suddenly feel the need to have you bring me to my full potential as you see it.

“And, of course, I’ll support you in your goals. They’re very worthy and I find I’m suddenly incredibly motivated to make them happen.”

Ah. That’s right. Jia, Mei, and Na are uncarved.

“Likewise, Master Sheng. For both the support and being enhanced,” Na said with a smile. “I would like to have your blessing upon my skin. Painful or not.”

“I… I, as well, Ashley, would like you to put your carvings upon me,” Jia interjected before anyone else could speak. “I have seen how painful they are, but they clearly empower people.”

“We should probably take the opportunity over the next few days to lay carvings on as many people as we can,” Locke suggested.

“I’ll arrange it, Ashley Sheng,” promised Na, as if thinking in line with Locke. “I’ll also bring a number of people from the alliance to receive their own blessings from your chisel.

“Such as Liu. She has made herself known to me as wishing to receive your carvings and there are few who can hold up against her when we spar. It would be good to have her brought to an even higher level. Perhaps closer to us.”

“Oooh, Na, the beautiful Handmaiden!” called Locke. “You’re such a little wonder. All we ever needed was you, wasn’t it?”

“But, anyway, that’s my goal. So, staying in the Jade Fist sect isn’t the only place it can be completed,” said Ash. “In all honesty, we’ll have to leave to form our own sect at some point if I really want to make it work.

“But that’s still a long way off. Years, even. So far away that I can’t even contemplate how to begin that task.”

“To be fair, the time to move from Spirit Refiner to Empowered Mortal will take us a number of years while remaining in the sect.

“Years of simply training, cultivating, and trying not to interact with the world. That assumes we don’t get any lucky breaks or kill a few people. Or just drowning ourselves in elixirs,” advised Locke. “Doing that kind of training soon wouldn’t be terrible. Closed-door training while the sect recovers would be ideal, even. A chance to explore our Dao and Dantians better.”

“Well,” Mei said, and then paused to look at the other women at the table one-by-one before continuing. “Does anyone have any questions?”

Chunhua and Rou couldn’t seem to look anyone in the eyes. They were both staring hard at the table. Each did shake their head in the negative to Mei’s prodding.

There was a slow chorus of no’s and head shakes as she looked around the table, except when she settled her gaze on Tala, as she seemed to be ignoring Mei to a degree.

The Kin was still staring at Ash.

“No, my elegant self is very satisfied with Ashley’s words. Though I must warn you who are looking to have him carve into your back tonight, he promised me he’d take me to dinner, and bed me,” Tala said in a firm, though warm, tone. “He’s kept this lady waiting for quite a while. I suppose I could be convinced to wait another day, but… it would be quite rude to me.”

There was a collective look of surprise at that, though no one seemed to want to argue with it.

“We can all absorb our tribulation stones,” Chunhua suggested. “I still need to take mine in and I assume you all do as well.”

“Damn. She hasn’t even absorbed it and has already hit level two? She really is a terrifying talent,” Locke said in an amused tone, followed by a laugh.

“A good idea. Let us separate for now and reconvene tomorrow morning,” Jia said and then held a hand out to Mei. “Would you spend this time with me, Mei Sheng?”

“Of course, Jia Sheng,” Mei responded and put her hand in Jia’s. The two had clearly grown closer and become a great deal friendlier while they were away.

Slowly, everyone began to leave the interior of Ash’s home. Everyone except Moira, Tala, and Na.

“You’re welcome to remain, Handmaiden,” Tala said, finally looking away from Ash to address Na. “I have the utmost respect for you, and your position. Even when Ashley is being rewarded with the gift of my body and first experiences, you’re welcome to stay here.”

“Ah, thank you, Tala,” Na said and then shook her head once. “I am not insecure in my role and know that I am cared for.

“Instead, I shall ready myself this evening for my tribulation which will occur early tomorrow morning. I’ve yet to have mine, you realize. I will leave Ashley to you and Moira.”

Leaning in to kiss Ash’s temple, Na paused long enough to run a hand through his hair.

“Enjoy your day, Ashley Sheng. Master Sheng,” whispered Na. “Thank you for allowing me my selfish desires. I’ll see you on the morrow.”

Kissing his temple a second time, Na then left. Leaving Ash alone with Tala and Moira.

“Perfect,” Moira said, turning her head to look at Tala. “Do you need me around?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind if—”

“Remember. The inside of her ear and only with your fingertips. If Moira decides to join in, spend your time with Tala, and only cuddle or give any attention to Moira when Tala is recovering or tells you to,” Locke advised, ignoring Tala and Moira. “Have no fear, my Chosen One. I’ll be here for the whole thing. I can’t wait to hear what she sounds like underneath us, despite my jealousy.”





Three




Ash felt ridiculously worn out.

Tired doesn’t even begin to cover it.

Reaching up with his right hand, Ash pressed it to his eyes. Blocking out the morning sun and the disgustingly bright light it presented.

Beside him, Tala stirred for a moment, then pushed her head under his chin. Her left hand came up to lightly tickle along his bare chest. Her long ears were curled around his head in an odd way that wasn’t uncomfortable.

Lifting his hand up, Ash glanced down.

One of Tala’s long legs was laying possessively across his lower half. They’d only done it twice over the night, but each time had been incredibly vigorous.

“I think your bed should be open to my elegant self this evening,” Tala murmured. Apparently, she was aware that he was awake. “But I know that isn’t possible. You have an evening filled with carvings. I don’t envy them, or you.”

Ash took in a slow breath and then let it out.

She was right, of course. The upcoming evening was going to be filled with blood and tears. It wasn’t as if he enjoyed putting his chisel to their backs. There was no positive aspect to the act until it was done and they were able to grow their powers.

“Yeah,” muttered Ash with a sigh. “I’d prefer your elegant self to spend the evening in my bed as well, rather than do that.”

“So blessed you were to indulge yourself in me twice,” said Tala in a warm voice. She nuzzled his shoulder in a way that felt out of character for you. “It was most enjoyable, and I wish to speak more of it, but you have guests.”

Locke?

“Yes?” she responded instantly.

Is there someone out there?

“I’m not sure. Did you happen to forget to thank your wife for her assistance with the big bunny?” Locke asked in an arch tone. “Because honestly, it’s starting to feel like I’m just… being taken for granted. You do realize I assist and help because I care, right? I could easily do nothing at all.

“I’m just as happy to play dolly with Tai and Ehrinis. Just as happy to do nothing at all, in fact. I can go to sleep just like you can.”

Even as she spoke, Ash realized he had actually been treating her a bit neglectfully. It was true that she was bound to him and she had plans for him. Goals that she wanted him to fulfill.

However, she could just as easily abandon it all and go silent.

Not to mention, he hadn’t been ready for Tala in the end. He really did have to rely on Locke’s sexual knowledge and how to pacify the fiery woman.

I’m sorry, Locke.

I haven’t treated you as well as you deserve, though it’s not entirely my fault.

You were a man to me until only days ago. Now it’s sprung on me that you’re a woman and that you seem to have… urges… for me.

I’m not as adaptable as you are.

I’m trying to catch up here as fast as I can, but it’s going to take me a little bit. I don’t have any type of attraction to men.

At all.

You’re pushing something on me that my brain hasn’t fully processed yet.

“Oh? Who?” Ash asked aloud, even as he thought wildly at Locke. “I’m afraid I haven’t been paying attention. Distracted by a particularly lovely and sexy bunny woman.”

“Bunny woman,” scoffed Tala, though she sounded amused.

“I… you’re right,” Locke said suddenly. “You’re right. To you, I’ve always been male. A voice in your head that assists you as a companion.

“I’m pushing my own wants on you for a situation I’ve long since been aware of, but that you’ve only known about for less than a week. It’s not really fair to you.

“I’m sorry. I’ll… slow it down. It’s Chunhua and Rou, by the way. Based on what I can tell, they’ve taken in their tribulation stones. Chunhua has advanced to the fifth level. Rou is second level.

“I think your words last night spurred Chunhua on in some fashion. That or she’s made progress on her Dao. Her being level five already is nothing short of miraculous.”

Thank you, Locke.

“Of course. Though… I want to talk more about this later. I’m willing to slow down, but I won’t stop. At some point, you will need to accept that I’m a woman, and that I was always a woman.”

I understand.

“—and Rou,” Tala said in a sleepy voice. “You go deal with them. I’m going to go back to sleep. I can see why the others tend to sleep in after they spend the night.”

“It’s… the Qi. You emit a lot of Qi when you hit your peak,” Locke offered in a controlled voice. It was far more similar to how she used to speak before the reveal of her true gender. “Emit it right into them.”

Ash didn’t think too deeply about that and instead gently pulled himself away from Tala’s long, warm limbs. Getting out of bed, he dressed quickly and exited his bedroom.

In his main room, he found Chunhua and Rou, sitting at the table. They had two teacups and saucers in front of them. It was as if Na had already stopped by, taken care of them, and left for her Tribulation.

Both of the women looked up from the table and watched him wordlessly.

Ash could tell they were here to talk about what he’d said the day before. In regards to their talents and that his goal was about them directly

“If it isn’t the two greatest talents I’ve found. Beyond all others,” Ash said and gestured at both of them. “Living proof of my goals and how stupid the world of cultivators is.”

Instantly, Rou looked down and broke eye contact. Her hands twisted in her dress and her face began to slowly turn a shade of red.

Chunhua lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders.  Those pale eyes of hers never wavered from his gaze.

An example in contrasts. Rou feels embarrassed by me praising her, Chunhua revels in it? I’ll have to sort that out, won’t I?

“It… would be good to know how they feel about it. It wouldn’t do to have your successes resist your efforts,” advised Locke. “We’d have to find other success stories. I think it’ll be fine, though.”

“Am I?” Chunhua asked as Ash began walking over toward the table. She looked as if she were prideful about the situation, yet also concerned. “You said… you said I’d reach the peak. That I’d likely go beyond it.”

“I did, and I meant it,” confirmed Ashley. He took the seat directly between the two women. They’d chosen their spots so he imagined this was where they wanted him. “I mean… Chunhua… you offered me everything that first day. It’s not like I have any reason to lie to you. Not for a single thing. It’s already all mine.”

The sorceress blinked twice, then her lips turned up into a smile. Her posture relaxed and she tilted her head to one side, looking at him.

“You’re right. I gave you everything and meant it. It’s still all yours. You have no reason at all to lie to a woman you own completely,” she murmured, turning her whole body to face him directly. She made an odd hand-waving gesture behind her head, as if shaking something off. “Silly fears for a silly girl who doesn’t exist anymore.”

“I would hope so, considering you’re obviously at the fifth level of a Mortal Refiner,” Ash said with a crooked smirk. “You could probably thrash everyone in our alliance and stand atop them with little effort all while looking amazingly pretty.”

Chunhua’s eyes widened slightly and her grin broadened. She leaned toward him and then tilted her head to one side.

“Am I already so high?” she asked in a husky whisper.

“Yes. Yes, you are. You are higher than all. Even Na,” confirmed Ash. “I told you I’d raise you to the highest of heights. That’s partially because of how easy it’ll be with your talent.”

Watching him as he spoke, Chunhua looked like she wanted to pounce on him. To pull ever more compliments out of him.

Cutting her off at the pass, Ash needed to redirect her focus.

“Touch her face! If it were me, if you touched my face at this moment, it’d redirect all my thoughts!” counseled Locke.

Not wanting to ignore her advice, Ash did that. He lifted his hand and laid it against Chunhua’s cheek, cupping it tenderly.

“Will you be one of my miraculous examples to all? A lowly cultivator who couldn’t defend herself against anyone, who became the stunningly beautiful and impressively powerful sorceress known as Chunhua?” Ash asked.

The smile was gone from Chunhua’s face, her white eyes now wide and staring at him. It was obvious to Ash that she was holding her breath as well.

“Yes,” she squeaked out and finally let out her breath.

Ash smiled, gave her cheek a pat, and made sure to hold her gaze for several more seconds, before he looked away. He knew she had issues with people not wanting to look her in the eyes for long.

Turning, he faced Rou.

Who lunged forward and planted her lips on his. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders as she kissed him in a hungry, demanding way. She came out of her seat and ended up sitting directly in his lap.

“Oh, well, look at that. That’s unexpected,” grumbled Locke. “Hussy. Get off my husband.”

Rou pulled away after several seconds and then looked at him from a few inches away.

“I’ll be an example for you, as you’re my Cultivator. I’m your Qi Healer,” said Rou in a breathy voice. Her eyes were flitting about his face. “I’m Rou Sheng, am I not? She’s Chunhua Sheng?”

Ash knew what she was actually asking him. That she wanted to know if he really was accepting everyone and everything at this time.

“That’s what Yue listed as your names, I believe,” said Ash, managing to recover his thoughts. It was hard to truly think with Rou snuggled up in his lap like this. “If I disagreed with her, I would have made her change it. So… yes. Rou Sheng, Chunhua Sheng.”

Rou nodded her head once sharply at that, smiling at him.

“Good. I… I’m really glad to hear that,” said Rou, shaking her head while grinning. “It’s one thing to know Yue listed me as such… it’s another to hear you say it. I’m a worrier.

“You gave me… everything and asked of me nothing. I worry constantly that— you know what, it doesn’t matter.”

Laughing, Rou leaned into him and kissed him once again. Her arms went tight around his shoulders and she hung onto him.

She didn’t pull away this time.

At least, not until Chunhua pushed her back and then took her place kissing him.

“Damnit. This sucks. At least Tala has to listen to all this happening as well,” growled Locke.




***




Letting out a slow breath, Ash closed the door to the house where he’d just finished his work. It was the last carving of the evening, despite it being far more activity than he’d originally planned.

Given that it had been some time since he’d performed one, it was a surprise at how fast it went. Apparently, moving up to another cultivation level had increased his speed and control over the process. Though it wouldn’t grant them any greater power than his earlier work.

It was so much faster than before that he’d been done in two hours. Far sooner than anyone had expected, in fact. His night would have been fine from that point on.

Except that halfway through the work, Na—who had already returned from her successful Tribulation—had suddenly rushed off. She returned thirty minutes later with an extremely large number of other alliance members who all wished to be carved.

The hours stretched on with blood, flesh, and his chisel, until it was at the point where one could no longer tell if it was late night or early morning.

Endlessly carving.

Working.

Moving from back to back.

He also suspected Na had brought in ever more alliance members as he went.

Leaning against the side of the house, Ash just stood there, eyes closed, simply taking in breaths and existing. He didn’t want to try and start moving again at the moment.

“Very good work, Ashley,” said a quiet voice off to his left. He knew exactly who it was without really seeing her.

“Thank you, Jia Sheng the Bound,” murmured Ash, not looking up. “Though I’d really like to unbind you. Any chance of you changing that title to something else? Anything I can do, say or offer to move you away from it?”

“I enjoy being the Bound one,” said Jia, her voice growing in volume as she drew closer to him. “For I am. I bound myself willingly and without concern. Hence, the Bound. It is not a disparaging name to hold.

“All know that I am the Bound. That I bound myself to you, and you to me. Nor does it hinder me in society since I have taken the family name of Sheng. It is a non-issue to everyone else. Stop being an Outlander about it.”

Ash finally opened his eyes and turned to look at Jia.

To really see her for who she was in that moment.

She was one of the first people who’d been kind to him, outside of his family. When the world wanted nothing more than to beat on him, she’d been there to offer him optimism and hope.

As a friend, she’d done all this while hiding from the world as a whole. Hiding away what she was and attempting to live her life to the best of her ability.

Right now, she was dressed in a deep-blue colored dress. One that wouldn’t hinder her from utilizing her abilities, but also did an impressive job of showing off her figure to a casual observer.

She was also standing only a foot or two from him. Well within arm’s reach.

He got the impression that she’d been waiting for him.

“Ah, I have seen that look in the past in your eyes,” said Jia with a wide smile for him. She lifted her hand and made a come-hither gesture. “I said I would crook my finger the moment I saw desire for me, and I am doing so now, Ashley.

“I am glad this was one of the first dresses I wore specifically for you back in the valley. You had a similar look then and it has brought it back again now.”

Thinking back to that point, he could indeed remember her wearing the same dress. It’d been hard staying alone with her in that valley. His attraction to her had grown at an incredible rate back then.

“Has it not worked?” Jia asked, the impressively pretty smile she gave him in that instant made his heart skip a beat.

Pushing away from the wall, he stepped in close to Jia and deliberately set his hands to her hips.

“It worked. Now what’ll you do?” Ash asked, looking at her only an inch or two away.

“I will take you away, of course. To my bed where we indulge one another, with one another,” said Jia with absolute confidence. It was apparently a foregone conclusion to her.

“My apologies,” interrupted an older voice from Sheng Street.

Looking that way, Ash found it was Master Li-Yong.

His large bushy white eyebrows, scraggly white hair that was balding, and hard eyes were practically part of the uniform for those who worked with Gen.

He was, in fact, the second-in-command to Elder Gen Sheng, Ash’s master.

The old man met Ash’s gaze and tilted his head respectfully with a smile, while also placing one hand in the other in a martial greeting.

Ash took his hands from Jia’s hips regretfully, and then faced Li-Yong and performed a bow to the man, along with a salute in return. The man had worked on Ash’s behalf a number of times now.

He owed this man respect and would pay it to him.

Besides him, Ash felt Jia provide the same exact greeting to Li-Yong.

“Now… that is not necessary,” said Li-Yong as Ash stood back up. The older man was only five feet away now, having closed the distance.

“It is most definitely necessary,” argued Ash. “If it were not insulting to you, I would most certainly invite you into the Sheng family as an honored Elder, Master Li-Yong.”

That apparently caught Li-Yong off guard. The old man stopped in his tracks and watched Ash with an unflinching stare.

“Was that in jest?” he asked, his voice sounding curious.

“No, Master Li-Yong,” replied Ash and meant it. The man was ferociously powerful and dedicated to the Sheng Alliance and Gen so far. He’d assisted whenever Gen could not.

“Then I accept,” Li-Yong said with a tooth-filled grin. It was incredibly similar to Gen’s. “I will speak with Little Yue about it tomorrow and have the paperwork drawn and provide my seal. I thank you, Ashley, for the respect and honor you’ve given to me.

“Though I’m afraid I cannot give you good news at this time. I’ve come with a poor message to someone who will be my familial leader by tomorrow evening.”

“Yes!” cheered Locke. “Yes, yes, yes. Good. Good! He’s an incredibly powerful man and will be of great help to us. Elders can assist indirectly just by being there. It’ll help provide us with a better foundation.”

“I’m afraid the sect leader has recovered faster than anticipated,” Li-Yong said with a face that looked like he’d rather chew nails at the moment than speak. “He has willingly taken up his duties and position once again. Provided we meet two conditions.

“The first is that we speak of it to no one. Which, of course, is easily agreed to. We don’t wish for internal matters to escape to outsiders any more than he would. That aligns with us well.

“The second condition is the problem. He wants you to leave the sect for a year and to only return once that time has passed. I… believe he is under the impression that without your alliance to assist you, your cultivation would stagnate.”

Without the alliance, my… cultivation would stagnate? Huh?

Does he think I’m getting supported by everyone and that’s the only reason I have any strength personally? Like… like Yue buying me a massive amount of pills or something?

“That’d be my guess. That or he just wants you to leave for a year so he can try to have you killed,” Locke mused in an almost offhand way. “Whatever the reason is, it doesn’t matter. We could actually use a year of secluded closed-door training anyway. This isn’t an issue. If anything, it’s a semi-blessing in disguise. We can hide away and train in peace and quiet.”

“I understand,” Ash said quickly. “I will comply for the good of the sect. Though… Mas— Honored Elder Li-Yong should know that I intend to take part of the alliance and leave this place in the future.

“I cannot achieve my goals by only operating out of the Jade Fist. I will likely need to move to other sects—like Dragon Warrior, Blood Oath, or Mountain Bear—at some point in the future. That or… that or leave this realm for the next. Ascend to the next and push ever harder.”

Li-Yong once again looked surprised.

Then he nodded his head and grinned.

“As it should be for the leader of the Sheng. Looking ahead to the next crevice and the one above,” Li-Yong stated with a chuckle. “When one climbs the mountain of cultivation, where they are currently is of no matter. It is only the peak that matters. You must always look ahead. I agree.

“Then please accept thanks from Gen as he did not wish to agree to anything, unless you were willing. He would also like you to know that his new Master’s Medallion has been decorated in blood, as well. I imagine you will likely receive a letter from him tomorrow since he still cannot be up and about. If not then, then I imagine it’d be close behind you with a courier.

“There will also be a need for a new Inner Sect Master. It is likely that I will take that position. By the time you return from this forced absence, the sect will be far more welcoming. As we shall force it to be so.

“With that said, I must ask that you please leave by noon tomorrow. You may not take Little Yue, Mei, Rou, or Moira with you. The… traitor… has demanded that those individuals remain here. He sees them as the source of your strength, I imagine.”

Ash frowned at that.

That didn’t quite make complete sense to him in any way.

He could easily see how someone might pinpoint Yue, Mei, and Rou as strong points for him. Yue was a master of trade and alchemist, Mei could likely access fallen Deng treasures, and Rou was Qi Healer. That left Moira as the odd one out.

The fact that they didn’t restrict him from Na, who could do the same as Mei, and Jia who was well-known as being very strong, made no sense to him.

Thoughts?

“Agree to it. We’ll take Na, Jia, Tala, and Chunhua with us. It’ll be fine,” Locke grumbled. She clearly didn’t like this situation either.

“I understand,” Ash said. “Though, I can’t guarantee they won’t come visit me. The idea that they’ll stay away from me for an entire year is insane.

“I can guarantee they won’t remain with me during my year of exile, but I will not agree to them never visiting. That’s foolish.”

“That’s fine. I argued the same point, so it isn’t unexpected,” Li-Yong agreed. “They can visit as much as they like, they simply cannot remain with you more than half of the time away from the sect.”

He wasn’t looking forward to telling Yue that he was leaving and couldn’t take her with him. And that he wouldn’t be back for a year, more than likely.

At least she can visit. Otherwise, she’d probably lose her shit.

Though, damn, where do we even go?

“Yeah… hm… she might blow a gasket,” agreed Locke with a sigh. “As to where do we go? That’s an easy answer. Home! We can check in on Mother Far and Father Duyi, as well as see how Yan is doing.”

Suddenly, a year away didn’t sound so bad.





Four




Sitting at the table where his alliance tended to meet, Ash waited quietly. The sun had risen a few hours ago, but given that everyone knew what he’d been up to the prior night, they seemed to be giving him his space.

Little did they know that today would bring a massive change.

One that would push all of their plans out of alignment.

“You know, Na, Moira, and Tala have been outside your home for a while now. They’re just talking amongst themselves. They’re all under the impression you’re still sleeping,” said Locke casually.

I’m aware. Even I can feel them now. It’s… I can feel where the Qi doesn’t exist. As if it’s stuck and creates a blank space.

That’s people, isn’t it?

I can feel the flow and momentum of Qi.

“That’s exactly right,” agreed Locke with a bright and excited voice. “Good job, my Chosen One.”

As soon as she said it, and with such a possessive tone, Ash finally realized that Locke really had been battling her own desires for a while. The tone she’d used had made him feel rather awkward previously when he thought she was a man.

“Well, it’s fine. They’re really just chit-chatting. You haven’t even come up once so far. Mostly it’s about the sect, fighting, and the best ways to kill a person. Such an odd world.”

Smirking, Ash turned and looked towards his front door. He was wondering if he couldn’t whisper for Tala to come join him.

“I wouldn’t. Not unless you’re willing to actually take her to the bedroom, because she’ll hear you. Her hearing is better than Moira’s. And I do promise to teach you every single one of every woman’s sweet spots, you know. Since… well… I probably have them myself. Investing in my own future, after all,” promised Locke, though there was also a light growl to her voice. As if she really didn’t like what he’d been thinking but did at the same time.

But… wouldn’t it be nice to have her in here? She’s been awfully warm and cuddly.

“I… well… yes. She has,” confessed Locke.

Ash was fairly certain at this point that his emotions and what he felt were transmitted to Locke on some level.

What he felt, she felt.

She often was angry at the other women in his life, but was extremely attentive and aware whenever he was laying with them. Only to be oddly warm afterwards.

That only lasted for about ten minutes before she started grumbling about them being in his bed at all.

“Ah… don’t. Jia and Mei just arrived. I’m going to guess everything is about to start,” warned Locke. “We can bother our dear Rabbit-Kin on the trip home. It’ll take some time. Especially since we’ll have to do it in a roundabout way so Bao can’t send enemies after us.”

Good… point. Yes.

Focusing on the Qi that constantly flowed to him, Ash could indeed feel two more points where it didn’t move through or around, but vanished into. Two more masses that had joined the other three.

Distantly, he could feel another four at the edges of his senses. He couldn’t tell who they were, but knew that they were there, and on the street.

“It’s Biyu, who became an Orange after you healed her by the way. I have no idea how to explain that one, other than something changed for her mentally, or that ginseng you gave her fixed something we missed. Unlikely, but possible.

“Liu, of course, as she’s been stalking you since you fixed her Dantian itself. As well as two others that we healed on the trip through the veil,” Locke said, apparently taking his thoughts as curiosity. “One is an Orange, the other is right on the edge of it. On some days she’s Orange, on others, she’s Purple. If I had to guess, she has a Martial Spirit that is only able to help her so much, but will grow with time.

“I get the impression that they act as a secondary buffer for you. The four of them are working together to keep everyone else away from you. Essentially, another group of bodyguards.

“You’d have to ask Na about it though. I’ve seen her speak with Liu only once, but it seemed to me to be one speaking to a superior. Liu to Na, that is.”

Ash grunted at that and then cleared his throat and laid his hands on the table, facing the door head on. He knew that he’d done it loud enough that Moira and Tala both would have heard him.

Several seconds afterward, the door opened.

In came Jia, Mei, Tala, Moira, and Na.

Rou, Chunhua, and Yue hadn’t arrived.

As soon as they all saw Ash sitting at the table, they knew something was up. To the point that Na turned and asked Moira a question.

The Owl-Kin responded by exiting again and then leaping into the air.

“Good morning, Ashley,” Mei greeted, giving him a warm, kind smile. She moved around the table to sit on his immediate right.

“A good morning to you, Ashley,” said Jia, taking up the chair on Ash’s left.

Amongst all the pairs formed, Ash felt the most run down by these two. Jia and Mei had clearly compiled all their thoughts about him into one organized source between the two of them.

They knew how to handle him most of the time and would nudge him around to their viewpoint. Only Locke giving him small pointers kept him from drowning in their advances.

Mei’s hand instantly settled on his rear end, while Jia trapped his left hand in her right.

Trapped between love and lust in that moment.

Tala took up the seat next to Mei and Na began to work on setting up an early morning tea service.

“I’ll… speak more about what’s happened when everyone gets here,” said Ash, taking a moment to look at Mei and then Jia, before finally settling his gaze on Na. She returned it evenly, though she did grace him with a small smile. “Na, I need to leave the sect by noon today.”

“I’ll be going with you, of course,” Na said before Ash could even continue. Her stare left him no room for arguments.

Which, of course, he wasn’t going to do. He’d been betting on Na coming with him.

“I already assumed you were, Na Sheng, my Handmaiden,” said Ash, then gave Jia’s hand a squeeze. He’d felt her wrist grow tense as he spoke. “We’ll be gone for a long while before we return here. Can you handle packing up everything we’ll need, arrange things for you and I to be gone, and have all leadership transferred to Mei Sheng, my pledged, while we’re out?”

While he didn’t need to formally say such things, he knew that there needed to be some sort of acknowledgment of these things. Labeling her as his Handmaiden while also stating that Mei was his pledged was a reminder to not just those who were here.

Na would most definitely use that wording when she passed the information along.

The young woman was already moving toward his bedroom and had produced a pack from what was likely a storage treasure.

“What? No,” Mei said immediately, her hand coming up from his rear end. His right hand was now clutched between hers. “We’re… we’re meant to be together, you can’t just leave.”

“I’ll explain everything once everyone is here. I’m not leaving you. You’re my pledged,” Ash said in as soothing a tone as he could manage. “You’re Mei Sheng, my wife. I love you. It’ll be okay. I will return to you, of course.”

Mei blinked at his words, her face slowly coloring as her hands held tightly to his.

While he’d told her privately of his feelings, he hadn’t expressed them aloud in front of others.

After several seconds, Mei nodded her head while chewing at her lip. Her eyes darted to Jia, Na, then even turned her head to look at Tala behind her.

“What? Even my elegant self knew of his care for you,” said the Kin when their eyes met. Tala then laughed and reached over to pat Mei on the back. “You were just too nervous to believe his words when said in the comfort of a warm bed and an exhausted embrace.”

Well… that’s unexpected from her.

“She’s deliberately changing herself. Watch, she’ll look at you now, give you a smile, and say something about being eager,” prophesied Locke.

A beat after Locke said it, Tala looked at Ash over Mei’s shoulder.

Then she hit him with a genuine smile that made her face light up.

“I look forward to you telling my elegant self the same,” said Tala in a warm, rich tone. It practically begged him to say it right then and there. “Though I warn you now, Ashley… the day you do, is the day I’ll be Tala Sheng, and my previous existence will cease. You cannot change it after that. There will be no going back.”

“I wouldn’t think of changing it, Tala,” said Ash. He almost told her how he felt, almost, but he didn’t feel it was quite right.

Yet.

They’d only just begun really understanding one another. Only just barely started sleeping together.

He wanted to take it slow with Tala. Just as he’d done with Moira and Mei, whom he’d both expressed his feelings for now.

At that moment, the door opened again.

Mei let go of Ash’s hand and turned to face the door.

As Chunhua, Rou, Yue, and Moira entered, Mei put her hand back onto his rear end. Apparently, her momentary loss of the ability to think was done.

Everyone began filling in the seats, though they all looked concerned. It seemed that Moira had warned them on the way over that something was up.

“Good morning, all,” Ash said with a smile. “I’m afraid that we’ve finally found out what the cost was for me maiming the sect leader. Regardless of him being in the right or wrong, I always expected that something would happen from it. And now, something has indeed happened.

“Thankfully, it isn’t too terrible. It’s actually rather nice given a certain viewpoint. It’s also very simple. I have to leave the sect for one year, starting today. By noon, no less.”

There was an immediate indrawn breath from several people. On top of that, it looked like Yue and Rou wanted to start arguing about it right then and there.

“I’ve already accepted the temporary banishment,” said Ash, trying to head them all off. There was no point in letting them argue about it and his time was running short. “A year is fine and I needed to spend some time simply building my middle Dantian, refining my core, as well as my Dao, and taking in my Tribulation crystal. All of that takes time and it can be spent anywhere.

“Which brings me to the next point. They restricted me on who could come with me. I imagine you would all wish to follow me when I leave the sect.”

There were collective head nods at that. Ash was rather pleased to see no one hesitated at all.

“I’m going to spend the year at home. In Xing city. With my parents,” Ash said with a wide grin. He was looking forward to seeing his family. “I was instructed that to accept this exile I cannot take Yue, Mei, Moira, or Rou. For whatever reason, Bao feels you’re the ones who would be able to support me the most. I don’t understand it, but it was part of the requirement he demanded.”

“Foolish,” Jia said with a shake of her head. “We all support you in all things. Having half of us here where our alliance is, and half with you, works out perfectly for us. This is no problem for the Sheng family. It only cements our need to eliminate Bao later and affirms him as our enemy.”

“Agreed,” Chunhua said with a dip of her head. “We’ll need to take care of him in the future. The Sheng family cannot allow such insults to be heaped upon us to be unpaid.”

Mei let out a soft sigh and then nodded her head.

“I don’t wish to be away from you, my pledged. At all,” said the young woman. She’d undergone a deep change from who she’d once been and she was now a cornerstone of Ash’s life. “But as the mistress of the Sheng family, I will head up everything here as you’ve asked.

“Though, please, I will need you all to assist me. We cannot let anything happen to our family while Ashley isn’t here.”

As Mei spoke, she’d turned and looked at Yue, Rou, and Moira. She got a firm nod in response from each.

“Of course,” Rou said, her brows drawing down. She’d become quite a stubborn woman after realizing she had worth. “I will open a clinic on Sheng Street that’s open to others. It’s an easy way for me to curry favor with those who need help and strengthen favors for us. It isn’t as if we have need of coin or stone from them, so we’ll not accept any.”

“Good idea,” Mei said and then looked at Yue. “Will you be my second? I’ll need you just as Ashley needed me.”

Yue looked shocked at the question put to her. She looked like she was still getting over the fact that she wouldn’t be allowed to chase after Ash.

If anything, the shock of it all looked to have robbed her of the expected anger.

“Of course, Mei,” said Yue after taking a breath.

“By the way, you’re allowed to visit me,” Ash clarified, wanting to make sure they didn’t think of this in the wrong way. “You just can’t stay with me.”

“Oh, thank the skies,” Moira said with a sudden and deep laugh. “I would lose my mind if I couldn’t see you.”

“Our poor Owl. She needs attention,” Locke said with what sounded like genuine concern. “We should take her to our room and cuddle her to pieces. I bet she could use a good preening. We should give her feathers a really good once-over. She’d like that.”

“There it is,” said Ash with a shrug of his shoulders. “It’s not great, but it’s not really that bad, either. I was expecting much worse if I’m being honest. This is more annoying than anything else.

“And I do expect you all to visit. Each of you. I’ll miss you, otherwise. As I’ve said before, I’m not backing down or running away anymore.

“With that said… best we state this now.”

“What… are you doing?” Locke asked in a curious and concerned voice.

Something I should have done before.

“Mei is my lead wife at this time,” Ash said, then indicated Mei with his right hand. “I don’t care who is in second, third, or anything like that. That’s for Mei and the rest of you to decide. It is my understanding that so long as I appoint the lead, the rest of you will fall in line.

“And, of course, this is only at this time. This always has the possibility of changing. You’ve all told me you enjoy the fight, I’ll not be the one to take it away from you. What I will say, though, is that I expect you all to carry yourself with dignity and grace. You will not cause harm to one another deliberately, or through accident. If one of your number is in trouble, you will help them and assist them.

“You’re welcome to fight for your positions otherwise. I just don’t want anyone getting hurt or harmed. I expect all of us to be together years from now. Many years from now. All of you as you are now. Unharmed, working together, alive. A family that loves one another.”

Looking from face to face, he found they were all surprised, but none of them were upset.

Tala looked rather smug, however, and like she wanted to say something. Though she was also holding it bottled away.

“That’s exactly as it shall be then, Ashley. We do love our fight and I thank you for not trying to end it.

“Then I appoint Jia as your second as she’ll be traveling with you,” Mei said in a voice that sounded like it wanted to crack. It was obvious she was struggling under what was going on around her, but was pushing through. “I name Yue and Na as our rivals for the sake of making sure I acknowledge them.”

“Thank you, Mistress Sheng,” called Na from Ash’s bedroom. She was still working on packing things away and what sounded like his clothes at that. Ash felt like it was a little odd.

He’d expected her to help him pack everything else away, not his clothes. His clothes would just go into the Hall.

“We will most definitely beat you,” promised Yue with a weak grin. “I thank you for stating our position. I look forward to taking yours from you.”

“You underestimate us,” said Chunhua while pointing at Rou. “I am his Sorceress, she is his Qi Healer, and he is our Cultivator. The three of us will stand at the pinnacle together, fighting the Heavens, while the rest of you support us. Do not doubt we will hold the top position.”

Moira and Tala said nothing to any of this. They seemed quite happy with the way things were and loath to add anything.

“Well, that being said, there we are,” Ash said and held up his right hand to those around him. “Are there any questions? Concerns? Anything you’d like me to address?”

“No, we’ll arrange everything from here,” Mei said with a wide smile. “Errr… though… may I borrow you for ten minutes, Ashley Sheng, my pledged? I’m afraid as the leader of the alliance here at the sect, I won’t be able to visit often.

“And… and… as your lead wife, I claim the right to say goodbye to you above any other wife.”

Ash was flattered that Mei was feeling that forward and brazen about it. He didn’t deny he enjoyed it when they flirted with him and chased after him.

It was flattering.

“Wait until I turn up the heat on you, MY Chosen One,” purred Locke. “I’m going to make them all look like little girls who’ve never experienced anything in their lives.

“You just wait. It won’t be long now.”

What won’t be long? What’re you doing?

“You’ll see. You’ll love it, too. Now agree to Mei bedding you. She’s still waiting for a response,” Locke warned him.

“Of course, Mei Sheng, my wife, my pledged,” Ash agreed. “I’d like that. Because you’re right. You’ll be the leader of the alliance here. You won’t get to leave that often. Or at least, not as often as the others. Thank you for your future assistance and leadership.”

Mei’s eyes were practically glowing at this point.

She’d been disappointed by him leaving, but was now quite obviously thrilled that he said she was his lead wife earlier.

“Then let’s go now,” Mei said and then popped up out of her seat. She grabbed him by the hand and practically dragged him away from the table. “I want to take our time since it’ll be the last such joining for a while.”

Even as Ash was pulled away, the rest of the table started talking about everything they would need to do. How to get the trip off on the right foot, things to purchase, and what they’d need.

As well as a set of bodyguards for Ash and one for Mei.

It was a given that Mei would be targeted as the current leader of the Sheng Alliance.

Ash could feel Yue’s eyes on him even as he left, though she said nothing.

“Mistress, Master Sheng, enjoy yourself,” Na said and stepped to the side after exiting Ash’s bedroom.

“We will,” Mei said and pulled him into his own bedroom.

To which she quickly shut the door.

“Well… nothing wrong with Mei. I kind of like the girl,” murmured Locke. “She just gets too lovey-dovey with you, my Chosen One.”





Five




Crossing the gates of Xing city, Ash felt like something was different.

When he’d last left what he considered his home, he was without power, backing, or influence.

He had some money from selling transference papers at the auction, but that’d been it. There was nothing that set him apart from most of the city’s population.

While living in a sect, one could easily fool themselves into believing the world was full of cultivators. That everywhere one went, one was bound to encounter them.

Except that couldn’t be further from the truth.

The kingdoms were vast and spanned three realms. The number of people who lived here was great. So many, in fact, that a vast percentage of the population was devoted entirely to agriculture and growing food.

Cultivators weren’t in the majority.

They had power, influence, and wealth, but not numbers.

Ash was now amongst the elite of the realm just by being a Mortal Refiner. Even though he was only a level two Mortal Refiner after absorbing his crystal, he was that much closer to being untouchable in this realm.

Truthfully, the greatest houses in this realm only rose to a peak Empowered Mortal, with most of their clan in the Spirit and Mortal Refiner ranks. They would be the peak here.

It wasn’t until one journeyed to the second or third realm, that they realized an Empowered Mortal wasn’t much at all.

“—was my last boyfriend,” Locke said with a sigh. “He just wasn’t for me in the end. I apparently have a really bad picker when it comes to men. They’ve all cheated on me, tried to hurt me, or control me. I was a bit better in picking girlfriends, but not much.”

Over the two weeks it took to get here in the weird roundabout way they had travelled, Locke had been relaying her sexual and dating history to him—much to his surprise and despite his lack of interest.

Locke… I care. You know that.

But in the same breath… I don’t remember asking about all the previous men in your life?

I didn’t want to know all this.

“I know, I know. I could feel your disinterest and distaste in it all.

“You actually even got a little jealous here and there, I felt. I’m flattered that you pity me and think I deserve better,” said Locke with a laugh, followed by another sigh. He couldn’t deny he’d thought such things, even if he hadn’t voiced them. “I just wanted to give you the run-down. You know? It’s only fair.”

Why would it be fair? You keep alluding to something but you haven’t told me anything.

“You’ll see. Very soon. I’m almost done. Just a few finishing touches,” said Locke with glee. “I never expected it to work, but it really is.”

The only thing that came to his mind that Locke had been interested in, was the corpse he’d stored away for her at her command. A dead woman of incredible beauty and physical attributes.

Did you do something with that body?

“Ah-ah, not telling. It might be, it might not be,” Locke said with laughter, leaving Ash very unsure of what it actually was.

“This was your home?” Chunhua asked from Ash’s left. She was staying fairly close to him. He got the impression Jia was leaning on her as her “assistant”.

Na and Tala were directly behind them, with Jia on his right.

“Yes,” Ash agreed, with a nod of his head. They were slowly moving deeper into the city. Walking at a sedate pace, without much in the way of cares.

“We spent several years together here,” Jia offered. “At the Spark’s Jump training sect. This is where I hid after escaping my family. I was quite young and only had a single maid to assist me. The year Ash and I went to the Jade Fist was also the year she left for home. I was old enough to care for myself.”

And how your brother found you. That maid didn’t hold your secrets very well.

“It’s rather large,” murmured Chunhua, her eyes moving from house to house and stall to stall. Everywhere was filled with all manner of people and things.

Ash had always felt like Chunhua came from a smaller background. This only confirmed it for him. Perhaps a fishing village or a hill town.

“It is indeed large, but it is a genuine place,” Jia said with clear fondness. “While it was not easy here, it was not difficult either.

“Even Yue—who spent time in the streets and back alleys—will tell you that while it was bad, and quite dangerous, it was not truly awful. There are some cities that I have read about where I would not walk about, even during the day.”

“Where’re we going?” Tala asked from directly behind him. “You said your parents’ house, right? If I’m going to present my elegant self to them, I’d very much like to bathe first. The dust of the road clings to me like you do.”

Ash only grinned at that. With Moira and Mei out of the picture, Na and Tala had stolen up all his bedroom time. Though Chunhua had made certain he understood in no uncertain terms that she wanted to start having sex as well.

Jia hadn’t brought it up again since the last time. He suspected she was plotting something, but didn’t have any proof to support that belief. He knew how her mind worked, so he had a hunch.

“As if you don’t snuggle him almost violently,” Na said with a soft laugh. “Tala, you’re more of a tender one than any of us. It isn’t as if we can’t hear you asking him to hold you. To kiss you and treat you as his wife.”

There was a sputtering noise that was most certainly Tala. Probably choking on her own tongue, in fact.

“I like that part of her. I also like that she’s still the boastful and prideful woman we’ve known,” Ash said, wanting to put a quick damper on this. He really liked Tala as she was right now. “She’s just perfect at the moment. Don’t you naysay her in any way because I think she’s wonderful.”

She was warm and fuzzy when alone and private, though semi-boastful and arrogant in public. It felt to him like it fit her personality quite well.

“I… that’s true,” Na said in an oddly reflective tone. “You’re most certainly different compared to men of this veil. I could see how you’d be drawn to her.”

“We turn up ahead,” Ash said with a hand gesture. “My parents’ home is only two streets down from there. They won’t worry about how we look, Tala. Father Duyi was a city guard for a long while, and then a day laborer after his youth fled. Mother Far was a washerwoman.”

“Just be yourself,” Jia advised, turning to look behind them. “You will be fine, Tala.”

Everyone fell silent as they walked down the street. They took the turn in that same silence.

Ash didn’t hear the sound of Duyi’s guqin playing and so didn’t bother to go around the back.

Only the everyday sounds one could expect in the merchant quarter existed as they came to a stop at the front door. The five of them stood there with four of their number looking at the fifth and waiting for him to knock.

Taking in a swift breath, Ash raised his hand and then knocked on the door twice.

Ash put his hands behind his back and waited. He wasn’t sure if anyone had heard him, but all he could do was wait and try again shortly.

Half a minute ticked by before Ash heard someone walking up to the door.

When it finally opened, Ash found the person on the other side was looking at him with wide eyes. Wide eyes and a shocked face.

“Hello, Yan,” Ash said with a grin for his sister.

Only a short time ago she’d been a few inches taller than him, whereas now they were of an equal height. Her eyes were black like pitch and her hair looked as if it had been painted with ink.

The last time he’d seen her, she’d been so pale he’d have described her as unhealthy-looking.

Now, she looked like a woman in her prime and full of vigor. A mature woman who was most certainly not a girl anymore.

“How are—”

Yan slammed into him and hugged him, holding him tightly. Her arms were pressing against his back with the strength of a cultivator.

“She’s grown in strength. Did I mention that the abilities we gave her would easily move her up to at least a Sovereign Immortal with only effort on her part?” Locke said with a chuckle. “She’s already halfway through Mortal Refiner. Apparently, she had her tribulation here in Xing city and passed it.

“Ash, I’m so sorry!” Yan said with a voice on the edge of tears. “I abandoned you. After all you did, everything you gave me as your older sister, I ran. I ran, thinking I didn’t have a place with you anymore.

“I was so stupid. I was wrong. I’m so sorry. When I realized what I’d done, I was already halfway home. There was no way I could come back either. The Jade Fist refuses all rogue cultivators and that’s what I was. I’d already sold my position and—”

“It’s okay,” Ash said for the sixth time. The first five times Yan had simply blown right through. Slowly, Ash began rocking side to side, hugging Yan tightly in return. For whatever reason, she’d finally heard him this time. “It’s alright. I understand. It was a lot to take in. Especially with what happened to Jing. It’s completely understandable. It’d be weirder if it didn’t affect you as it did.”

Yan fell into wordless blubbering at this point. Crying into Ash’s shoulder.

“Second time you’ve made your sister cry on you at the doorway. You’re going to give people the wrong impression of your relationship with her,” Locke said with a snicker.

Rolling his eyes, Ash crab-walked Yan into the house, the rest of his group following along.

Then he proceeded to listen to her cry and fall apart as all of her guilt spilled out of her.

As far as he could tell, there was nothing wrong. She just felt terrible for leaving him in the way she had. She’d abandoned him to the sect, just as Jing had abandoned her.




***




“Ah? Yan?” called a voice from the front of the home. It was a voice Ash knew instantly.

“Mother!” Yan immediately called back, coming to a standing position. Then she looked at Ash, unsure what to say next.

They were all seated in the family room, everyone casually chatting after Yan had managed to collect herself. She’d even managed to offer them some tea to drink while everyone went one by one to the bathroom to “freshen up” as it were.

Even Ash had been made to do so, though Na had followed him and personally groomed him. Apparently, he wasn’t allowed to be trusted with the task since he’d originally declined it.

Na, Jia, Tala, and Chunhua all stood up. Which in turn caused Ash to rise as well.

It seemed that they were in full social decorum and niceties mode at the moment.

Before Yan had figured out how to respond, Far had entered the room.

She was a small woman who appeared to be in her late forties, with black hair and dark eyes. She was only a citizen, as was her husband.

Previously, she’d looked thin and had a worn-away feeling to her.

That was completely gone now. She had a vitality to her that shone, as well what felt like an air of optimism.

A second later and Duyi had joined her, standing just behind her.

Duyi’s dark hair had grown out and he was keeping it in a fashion Ash had often seen amongst the mercantile types. His complexion was healthy, and his small frame seemed to have kept the healthy weight he gained, while also looking like he was keeping himself physically fit.

“Ashley!” Duyi said with a wide smile as Far practically leapt across the room and wrapped Ash up in a hug. It only took the man a few seconds to follow his wife and join in the hug. “It’s so good to see you. We were so worried after the information that Master Gen sent to us.”

“I’m sorry your brother betrayed you two,” Far said, holding onto Ash as if he were a life preserver and she was lost on the ocean. “He was always quick to anger and envy. Quick to look for an easy way out. Father Duyi warned him often. Many times.

“He never listened. Listened to anyone. I will miss my boy, but as Yan told me directly, he cast aside our family and family name.”

Even though Far said it, Ash knew what Mother Far was asking him to do behind the words.

“If I can save him, I will,” Ash promised, unable to do anything else, even as he hugged those he considered his parents. “I promise you that, Mother Far, Father Duyi. Should I have the chance to save him, I will.”

“Do what you must, Son,” Duyi said as an answer. As a guard, he imagined Duyi had seen his fair share of awful things. What seemed shocking to Far, might not be that incomprehensible to Duyi. “He cast his name, and us, aside. That’s enough of that.”

Duyi released Ashley and Far, who didn’t let go of him, and nodded his head once. Giving Ash a smile, he looked around to those around the room.

“Now, how about you introduce me to everyone here, Son?” Duyi asked, his eyes moving from person to person. “But… you… you look… Jia?”

Duyi was staring at her with full recognition, though he looked confused.

“Yes, hello, Father Duyi,” Jia said. She bowed at the waist to Duyi, and then stood up after a full pause. “I am indeed Jia. I am no longer hiding that I am a woman and I have changed my name as well. I am now formally known as Jia Sheng the Bound. I am pledged to Ashley.”

Far twitched at that and then gently pulled away from Ash. She was looking at Jia now with something akin to curiosity. When she announced that she was a woman, Far hadn’t moved away.

It wasn’t until she stated her name that Far was interested.

“To be fair, Mother Far likely already knew. She just chose not to say anything,” offered Locke.

“I am Na Sheng, the Handmaiden,” offered Na, also bowing her head to Duyi and Far.

“I am Chunhua Sheng,” the sorceress said, bowing as well.

“And my elegant self is—” Tala paused on that, her fur bristling partially. She froze up as everyone looked at her. Then she let out a long breath and bowed at the waist to Ash’s parents as well. “I am Tala Sheng. Regretfully, I am in a one-sided love with Ashley at this time. Though I have only recently told him of my feelings.”

Everyone eventually stood up, staring at Far and Duyi, as the two elderly people looked back.

Finally, Far looked at Ash and then gave him an odd smile. She tilted her head to one side while watching him.

“It would seem, Ashley Sheng, that we have a great deal to talk about in regards to daughters-in-law for me,” she said with a small shake of her head. “That will come later, I imagine. You are likely here for a different reason altogether.

“Let’s all take a seat, and discuss what has transpired. I will quickly bring out some small plates and things to snack on. I can’t have all you girls wither away to nothing in front of me.

“Sit, Duyi. I’ll return momentarily. You may catch our son up on what’s been happening in the city.”

Far patted Ash on the shoulder in a familiar way and then gently pushed the front of his hair to one side. Just as she often did.

Exiting the room quietly, everyone watched her go.

“Uhm, Ashley,” Duyi said in a cautious tone after his wife had completely exited. “I ask only for information. I’m not in a rush. Am I due to be a grandfather soon?”

“No, I’m taking lightning vine,” Ash said with a quick shake of his head.

“Ah, that makes sense,” Duyi said and motioned everyone to sit. He went over to what was clearly a recliner specific to him and sat down himself. There was one right next to it that looked only slightly smaller. “Do try to make sure I have grandkids before I can’t hold them. Far will likely say the same at some point, but she’ll wait a bit.

“As to what’s going on in the city, there’s really only one big piece of news. Our auction house started selling some very high-end items just after you left, I think. It’s drawn a large number of people to the city. They’re all hoping for more such items from this great person, though they are also bringing their own to sell. A lot of coin is flooding the city. It’s a good thing.

“There’s a great deal of movement going on through the back channels, too. A number of my old acquaintances were called back into service, being offered double their pay and a pension. Even I was asked to return, they offered me triple to be a captain.”

Suddenly, Duyi broke out into a grin while looking around the room. He held his hands out in front of himself in an odd “what can I do?” gesture.

“Alas, I’m suffering a fate put upon me by my son,” Duyi said with a chuckle. The way he said it sounded like he’d repeated this little story a number of times already. “I’m forced to rest, relax, and enjoy the days as they come.

“My son has become a grown man and taken my worries away without any say so in the matter by me. I’m now relegated to retirement and living for my wife and myself. It’s truly a terrible fate assigned to me.

“I had to reject their offer, of course. It wouldn’t do for a man in his retirement to work again. Not to mention, I’m sure I’d never hear the end of it from my son.”

All the while he spoke, the grin on Duyi’s face couldn’t be any bigger.

“He always did strive as hard as he could for you. I base this on scouring your memories, mind you. Not just from what I’ve seen personally,” Locke said in a very quiet voice. “He was a true father to you.”

“You and Mother Far planted the trees that gave me shade that you couldn’t enjoy, Father,” Ash said, unable to look at Duyi. The man had done everything in his power to provide for Ash, who’d been a stranger to him.

Without Duyi, Ash would be a slave or dead.

“It’s only fitting that I return the favor,” mumbled Ash.

Glancing up, he saw everyone around him sitting there with a grin.

Duyi himself was smiling, but there was a deep sense of satisfaction there while staring at Ash.

“And that’s why you’re a good son,” Far said, appearing at his side. She patted him gently on the head with her free hand and then ruffled his hair a bit. “Now, tell me about all my daughters-in-law here.”

“We are only… we are only half the number, Mother Far,” Jia said with an odd smile. “Also… we have formed the Sheng family clan. Gen is an honored elder for us.

“Though the originator of the Sheng clan is you, Father Duyi, and you are his first and only wife, Mother Far. Ashley is the family head.

“Also… you should know that the great person selling things in the city? That is Ashley. He is the one who sold those items. He is the great person and rightfully so. He has filled your credit to bursting with spirit stones through another wife of his, Ying Yue Sheng, across all of Xing city. Your account you make your withdrawals from has also been filled to bursting.

Duyi snorted once at that, looking at Far. Then he started to chuckle almost to himself.

“That would be why they always treat me like some sort of special person when I go to withdraw our weekly needs. It makes a great deal of sense,” Duyi said with a laugh. One that slowly built into deep guffawing as if it were a hilarious joke. He proceeded to try and speak while laughing, but accomplished very little.

Far only continued to pat Ash on the head, occasionally smoothing his hair backward as she did so.

Duyi just kept laughing.

“Mm. I mean, I get why you didn’t tell them. It’s not part of who you are,” mused Locke. “Though to be fair, it’s nice to see them so happy. They didn’t know their son was such an important figure.”

Ash just sat there and smiled.
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Far nodded her head slowly once Jia finished speaking.

“I think I understand,” she said with a faint smile and then looked at Ash. “It seems you’ve been very busy, my son.”

“Yes. Yes, he has,” agreed Chunhua.

“Aiiiya… I… it’s all so much,” Duyi said with a sigh, followed by a chuckle. “May I summarize it for confirmation by you?”

“Of course, Father Duyi,” replied Na as she hovered at Ash’s right side.

“You’re the great person who sold all those items here, you went to the Jade Fist, saved Yan, confronted Jing, recruited a large number of powerful old masters, made Gen an elder, saved the Outer Sect from a clan family, made an alliance, started a clan, explored a veil and found treasure, overcame your tribulations, and saved the entirety of the sect from the Inner Sect Master, and… and the Sect Master himself?”

“That is an accurate summarization,” Na said with an incline of her head. “There is, of course, more that happened, but those are all valid key points.”

Duyi let out an explosive breath and leaned back in his recliner even further. He was now looking up at the ceiling.

“To be fair, Father… I… that is—” Yan’s voice fell away and then she cleared her throat. “Father, I am already halfway through the Mortal Refiner ranks. From what I can gauge of my own strength, I will easily reach peak Spirit Refiner within two or three years without any assistance.

“If… if I continue to purchase pills, elixirs, and draining stones, from the allowance I’m given by Ashley… I could easily hit that within a year.

“The abilities he gave me… they don’t belong in this realm. They easily belong in the Immortal realm. With those who defy the heavens.”

Duyi grimaced, shook his head, and then sighed once more.

Whatever thought had crossed his mind had been painful and temporary.

“I imagine he was thinking about what would have happened to Jing if he hadn’t betrayed you all,” murmured Locke. “A thought for his wayward son that squandered a golden opportunity through greed.”

Ah, yeah. That makes sense.

I’d probably think the same if I was him.

“And you’re here for a year,” Far said with a much brighter smile on her face.

“Yes,” Ash confirmed. “I’m here for a year before I can return to the sect.”

“Perfect. I can learn all about my daughters-in-law in that year and truly understand your life, Ashley,” Far said with a firm nod of her head. “And my other daughters-in-law will visit as well? They’ll all come here?”

“Yeah. They’ll more than likely visit at least once. I’m sure at least one of them will be here for six months,” confessed Ash. He was expecting Yue to end up trying to be here as often as possible.

“Perfect,” said Far with a simple nod of her head. Turning her head to focus entirely on Ash, she held his gaze. In that moment, he felt an absolute command coming. There were very few things that Far demanded of him. Whenever she did lay one down on him, he knew he couldn’t say no. They were very infrequent. “Ashley, the manor next door is for sale. Go purchase it. You and my daughters will settle in there. This will make it easy for all of us. Yan will remain here as she’s helping mother and father.”

“I’ll tend to it personally,” said Na, pulling a spirit stone storage card out of nowhere. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to Ash’s temple, ran her fingers through his hair, and then left.

Ash didn’t bother to try and stop her or even argue with her. When she decided to do something, there really wasn’t much he could do to alter her choices.

Far only smiled as she watched Na leave to handle the matter.

“I like her,” Far said, her eyes moving back to Ash. “If you make her with child, I expect them to be family, not familial servants. I also dislike the idea of slaves. Especially considering that they’re mostly Outlanders.”

“I assure you, Miss Sheng,” Tala said, before Ash could say anything. “I am very much not a slave to him. My elegant self has always been treated as a woman of worth. Never an item or anything else.

“He’s shown me nothing but care, tenderness, and generosity. The same is true for his other so-called ‘slave’. She told me from the very beginning that I was thinking of it wrong. I belatedly agree with her and must once again say, he treats us as slaves not at all.”

Far wrinkled her nose and her eyes crinkled up as her smile broke into a full grin, displaying all her teeth in doing so.

“Good. Good that that is so, Tala Sheng. Gen and I write to each other often enough for me to know that your words are absolute truth,” Far admitted. “I expect a new letter from Gen today, in fact. Since you’ve arrived, I imagine he’ll have sent a letter for you as well.”

Oh yeah.

He didn’t give me a letter before he left despite Li-Yong telling me to expect it. That means he probably decided to mail it, didn’t he?

“That or something happened. To be fair… it sounded like the things going on in the background were increasing in activity,” mused Locke.

“Enough of all that,” Duyi said, suddenly sitting upright and pushing his recliner into a seated position. “I’m afraid I’m growing hungry, and my poor Far will not have enough time to cook for all of us.

“Let’s go get something from somewhere and bring it back. My treat, of course, since apparently it’s been my son’s treat all along.”

Duyi started laughing at his own words. Apparently, he found it hilarious and a joy that Ash was indeed caring for him.




***




Collapsing into the unfamiliar bed, Ash stared up at the ceiling.

Na had succeeded in purchasing the manor Far had mentioned. She’d also purchased the one to the other side of his parents’ home.

Ash hadn’t missed it when Liu, Biyu, and the other two he’d noticed back at the sect go into the home. Apparently, his four person bodyguard assignment had been decided and had come here as well.

“I think they were already here ahead of us. Having gone the same exact route in advance of us. A screening action, maybe,” guessed Locke.

Oh. That makes sense.

We did see a few corpses along the way, didn’t we? Bandits that they cleared out of the way?

“That’d be my guess. Given that we personally carved all four of those women, and gave them their abilities, I can tell you that any bandit they crossed would be… terribly mismatched,” said Locke with a deep laugh. “Especially given that Shu and Lifen… well… we gave them very similar abilities to ‘Keep What You Kill’. I’m sure they were more than happy to slaughter bandits.”

Ash felt like the names were familiar to him, but he couldn’t place them to faces.

Biyu and Liu were names he couldn’t forget though. Their faces came to his mind quite quickly.

The former had fought a never-ending series of duels and been brought low because Ash had been too merciful. He’d healed her with powerful medicine.

Liu was someone who’d been injured during the veil raid. To the point that her Dantian had been more or less destroyed. He’d rebuilt her and it by hand.

Imprinting his own Dao upon her.

“They’re not as bad as those two. Shu and Lifen, that is. Though they’re also very dedicated and determined to protect you. They were both amongst those in the veil who you tenderly nursed on the battlefield. One of them had their womb held by you. How much closer could you have gotten to her, after all,” Locke said with a snicker. “Okay. Time for me, now. Come to the Hall, my Chosen One. We need to be quick so we can be back in time for Na to come crawl into our bed. She’ll be doing what she feels is her duty for another hour or so before that.”

Ash wanted to fight with Locke about going into the Hall. He wanted to just lay here.

“Please…? I don’t ask for much from you,” Locke asked with a sad sweetness to her. “I didn’t even fight with you like I said I would. I let it go. For you I forgave it all.”

Realizing the least he could do was humor her, Ash sat up in his bed. He owed her a great deal.

“Keep your panties on, lady,” muttered Ash. “I’ll go, okay?”

“Yes! Thank you. Also… that’s the first time you’ve referred to me by my actual gender. Starting to really accept it?” asked Locke.

Before he could respond, he was pulled straight into the Hall.

He found himself standing in a room that looked a lot like his own back at the Jade Fist sect.

Small, comfortable, decorated appropriately.

“Welcome!” said a voice quite cheerfully.

Turning, Ash saw the speaker.

It was the dead woman who Ash had put into the Hall for Locke.

“Hi, hi, my Chosen One,” said the woman. “So, these were already pretty big, but I enhanced them just a little bit. I wanted to be bigger than Mei and Chunhua. I also shrunk in the waist and moved the hips a bit.”

As she spoke, the woman indicated her breasts, which were indeed very large, then her waist, and hips. She was dressed in clothes that any cultivator would wear, it just fit her in a strange way given her body proportions, and had been heavily modified.

It exposed her cleavage in an almost scandalous way that looked more like a window. She also had a long slit in her gi. From her ankle all the way up to her waist.

One could easily see she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

“I kept the green eyes and brown hair, as those would take longer to change. I don’t mind them either,” said the woman with a flippant hand gesture at her face and hair. “Besides, she was beautiful. Prettier than I was, when I was a living woman, at least. It’ll be fun to have a new face and body to play with.”

“Locke?” Ash asked. It was the only thing that made sense, but it also still felt weird to him.

“Indeed!” said the woman who was apparently Locke. Then she moved forward and wrapped him up in a hug, pushing his face deliberately into her cleavage. “My Chosen One, it’s so nice to finally get my hands on you. So very nice.”

The woman’s arms were filled with a cultivator’s strength. It reminded him very much of Mei’s earthborn strength. He didn’t mind being pressed into the soft warmth of her, but he was also very disturbed at the moment.

“It really is me,” the woman said. “I can read your thoughts right now. You were just thinking how nice it is to be pressed to my body. My boobs are great, aren’t they?

“And stop fretting. It really is me. I did warn you that you’d have to change soon. That I had a surprise cooking. You even guessed it right and I had to play coy.”

Locke released him partially and leaned back. Her hands went to his face and she held him with gentle fingers.

“It’s so wonderful to see you with my own eyes,” she said with a wide, underwear-melting smile. She ran a thumb over his cheek and then leaned in quickly.

The kiss began and ended before Ash could really respond.

“Oh, how nice. I missed touching. Missed kissing. Hell, I missed everything,” said Locke with a deep laugh. There was an odd glow to her green eyes as she stared at him. “I can’t wait for you to break me in. I made sure this body was ready for sex as well. No awkward hymen or anything useless like that to worry about.

“But that can wait for another time. I wanted to show you my work so far. I’ve spent the last week or so just inhabiting the body and getting used to being physical again. It’s been… exhausting, if I have to be honest.”

“You’re real then? You’re actually in her body?” Ash asked.

“Indeed,” murmured Locke as her eyes lidded partially. She was looking at him now in a way that made him feel like he was food. “She died, her soul fled, and I’ve taken the body. So now it’s my body. This is me. All of it’s mine.

“It took a while to rebuild everything to where it should be so I’m probably being a bit more possessive than I mean to. Death is hard on a body, you know? It was difficult to fix it all.”

“I imagine,” replied Ash. He didn’t try to pull away from her. There was no way of hiding his thoughts or feelings from her.

If she wanted to let him move away, she would have already. She’d have felt his desire and could have let him go, or not.

“So… are you alive then? When we first met you felt more like a computer program of sorts,” pushed Ash. He wanted to keep her on track a little bit. To get information out of her while he could.

“Oh, I’m very much alive. My wonderful Chosen One has given me all that I could ask for,” purred Locke, slowly leaning towards him. “I’m alive, I eat, I drink, I breathe, and I do all the things a living person would. I just don’t want to rush my new body. I’m trying to take care of it and make sure everything is right.

“I only get the one opportunity to make an entrance when I exit the Hall, after all. First impressions only happen once. If I’m going to get Jia and Na on my side, I’ll have to time it well.”

“When you… exit the Hall,” repeated Ash, looking up into the gorgeous woman’s face.

Locke’s face.

“I can’t stay in here forever, after all,” whispered Locke as she got within a few inches of his face. “I plan on supporting you directly as well as indirectly, my… Chosen… One.”

As she said the last three words Locke lightly pressed the tip of her nose to his and then leaned in closer, rubbing her cheek to his.

Ash was getting a distinctly dizzy feeling right between his eyes. It was pleasantly warm and made him feel quite odd.

A weightlessness in the pit of his stomach, in fact.

There was also another reaction that he couldn’t control in the lower half of his body.

“I’ll do all I used to, and now be with you physically. Though I won’t be able to always be out of the Hall. I’m tied to it now. Tied to it in a way that prevents me from straying from it,” continued Locke in a whisper, her lips just shy of his ear now. “I’ll have to remain in the Hall at night to… recharge. This body is mine, I inhabit it, I dwell within it. I am it.

“But I can’t fill it with a soul. My soul lives within you and is tied to the Hall. So I have to lay my poor self here in the evenings. But you’ll visit me sometimes. Won’t you?”

Locke turned her head, her left hand sliding down to rest on Ash’s chest.

“Won’t you… my… Chosen… One?” asked Locke in a low and pleading tone.

In all of his life, Ash had never been pushed like this. He’d never been pursued in such an over-the-top way. Mei flirted with him, and a few others made comments, but nothing like this.

This was something he’d only ever read in books.

“Yeah,” Ash got out in a stupid-sounding way.

“Perfect,” Locke said and then laid a kiss on his cheek, followed by a brief brush of her lips across his own. Then she stood up and took a step away from him. Putting her hands behind her back, she gave him a smile and a wide-eyed look. “Mm. It’s so hard to stop once I’ve gotten going, but… I promised I’d go slowly. It’s obvious you’re starting to see me as a woman so… I’m willing to keep going slow.

“Now, we should speak of other things. Because as much as I just want to flirt with you and fondle you, we do have actual business… and… and if I don’t stop myself now— well, if I don’t stop now, I won’t stop until you’re thrusting into me.”

“Right, business,” agreed Ash with a bit of reluctance. The idea of going at Locke right now didn’t seem terrible. There was also an odd echo he felt to her words that resonated with what he’d actually wanted to do. It was enough that it poked through the haze of sexual desire laying over his thoughts. “Uh… do you share my emotions? As you… err… turned me on, did you get turned on?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Locke said and then pouted, twisting her body to one side. It presented him with an incredible profile of her. “I try to prevent it, but you overwhelm me at times. I’m only a passenger when it comes to you, Ashley Sheng. Treat me delicately.

“Anyway, business. What are your goals while we’re away for the year? What plans do you have? What do you want to do? I get hints and flashes of it from your thoughts and the like, but I want you to put it to speech. We’ll have lots of time to explore it all, after all.”

“Plans,” murmured Ash.

“Indeed. Do you want to try and develop our cultivation as high as we can? Are we going to consolidate and thicken our Qi? Work on understanding our middle Dantian? Build our Dao? There’s lots we can do.”

“Wait, thicken our Qi? I thought we’d already folded it repeatedly until it was as solid as we could manage.”

“Well, we did,” Locke said and then sat down next to Ash on the bed. He was thankful for the action because it managed to shift his focus away from her middle.

It was a little odd sitting on a bed with her, but it wasn’t that bad.

“We folded and condensed everything repeatedly. Now… now our Qi is a little different. As a Mortal Refiner, the Qi is naturally denser to begin with. That means we could easily fold it over twice. Gathering Qi will be harder for a time though. Just like it was last time.”

“Ah, that makes sense. It’s also why the difference between Body and Mortal is so identifiable, isn’t it? All the more reason we have to move up as quickly as possible.”

“Indeed!” Locke said, giving him a bright smile while bumping her shoulder into his. “That’s my Chosen One. Just because you look like you’re floating along easily across the surface of a lake, doesn’t mean those little duck feet of yours aren’t going a mile every second beneath the water.”

Grinning, Ash felt an odd sense of comfort in her words.

“Now, Ashley Sheng, my Chosen One, your Locke Sheng would like to make a suggestion and ask you for a favor,” said Locke, peering at him head on now. “Will you hear her?”

The odd phrasing made him lock up in place for a second before he nodded his head.

“Course,” he said.

“I think you should condense your Qi once. Get back up to level two tonight with a Qi attractor, then condense it a final time just before morning, then pass out. I’ll wake you up with the sun,” suggested Locke. “That’ll refirm our Qi to the maximum density we can and have everything moving accordingly. Your Qi Sea will drop back for a time, but that isn’t an issue. Nothing we haven’t done previously.”

With a frown, Ash wasn’t sure about the need to use a Qi attractor pill. He could easily cultivate and reach level two all by himself he imagined.

“And before you ask, your wife, Locke Sheng, asks you to use the Qi attractor because it will help her, as well. It would serve two purposes to use such a pill. That’s why I’m asking it as a favor,” Locke said and gave him the same smile from earlier. It made his heart beat a little oddly. “It’ll give me what I need to finalize my changes with this body. Then I’ll be ready to join you in the world when I decide it’s time.”

Once again Ash wanted to fight with her.

Resist her request for the simple reality that it didn’t need to happen and it was a waste of resources.

Then once more, he realized he was being petty. Locke was always in his corner.

She didn’t always share the information he needed, but she never shied away from helping him.

“I’ll not recognize you as Locke Sheng until you tell me everything,” Ash said in a straightforward thrust toward the truth.

Sighing, Locke let her eyes drop down to the floor.

She slowly nodded her head, then shook it, only to nod it again.

“Okay. I accept. I’ll tell you everything,” she said in a glum tone. “You’ll name me Locke Sheng and add me to the family roles in exchange. Well, where should I begin?”

Looking up to him again, she waited.

Oh.

Well.

Shit.





Seven




“Uh… well… what’s your goal?” Ash asked, not looking away.

“Kill them all. Exterminate the Veil-wraiths. All of them,” Locke said simply with a shrug of her shoulders. “That’s it. I want them all gone. Every single one.”

“Oh. Right. Ah… okay,” said Ash, feeling like he hadn’t asked the right question. “Who… was the old man you had talked with? I couldn’t hear anything.”

“Family issues. Family issues that don’t matter to me at all. Ones that have no relevance or place for me,” Locke said with a decisive nod of her head. “Their problems aren’t mine. My lot is with you, and I’ll keep myself to myself to make sure of that. I can’t answer any more than that because… well… honestly, I have a lot of gaps in my memory.

“When I joined you… when I died… when I ran out of… life… I lost a lot of who I’d been. I have some of my memories. I can see how it all fits together and I have enough of it to know kind of what I’m missing. A lot of that has to do with the end of my life.

“Before I came to find you. Before all this. A lot of that part is missing. I know I hate the wraiths. Hate them all. Want them all absolutely eradicated.”

“What are they, exactly?” asked Ash while deciding to keep going. He realized in that moment that Locke did indeed have an echo of what he was feeling. He could feel her leaching off his confused, yet stable, point of view at the moment.

She was using it to strengthen herself.

If he bled a desire to know more, to be open, and answer questions into it, she’d likely feel the same.

“Tell me, Locke Sheng,” he said with a smile for her, then laid his hand on her knee.

Apparently, that’d been the right tactic.

Locke smiled at him in return in an almost silly way.

“They’re… rats, really. I guess. They primarily go to veils that are failing and clean them up,” explained Locke. “Eradicate anything left over and clean it completely. Everything they eat ends up being redistributed elsewhere as… waste. A great deal of that waste usually ends up piled in one area.

“It can often be a treasure trove for things. Inanimate objects and things without life just end up there. If the smaller ones get to an item, they just mangle it up. Chew it up and munch it all. As you saw firsthand.

“That isn’t always the case though. A lot of the larger ones with low combat ability swallow things whole. No chewing at all, just one big gulp. It also comes back out exactly as it was swallowed.

“Well, minus anything that’d been alive. That all gets turned into their version of shit.”

“Okay… so… they clean up corpses, essentially,” Ash summarized.

“I guess you could just boil it down to that, yeah,” muttered Locke. “That isn’t the whole of it though. They live in a… liminal space as I mentioned previously. It sometimes opens up on veils that aren’t dead. Aren’t a corpse, as you put it.

“When that happens, that veil suffers terribly. More often than not, they collapse outright under the sheer weight of the wraiths that pour through. Not to mention, why would they ever need the ones that can fight? A dying veil wouldn’t really provide much of a fight. The smaller wraiths would be all that was needed to close out a dying or dead veil.

“It’s like they’ve been weaponized. Or… I think they were weaponized? I can’t… I can’t remember. It’s a lot of blank spots for me. I can’t really talk to gramps or others about it that much either, because they’ll want to drag me into their own problems.”

Ash nodded his head.

He could somewhat see what she was talking about.

In his mind, he could easily put together how the wraiths might have started as a function to keep things orderly. Then they had slowly been turned into something else by a malignant force.

All he had to do to see it was to look at the history of a dog, after all. Living beings had a way of altering, corrupting, and changing the world around them to suit their needs.

This was no different than that, he imagined.

“Exactly,” Locke said with a rapid series of nods, grinning at him all the while. “Just like that, my sweet Chosen One. I should have told you about this earlier. This is way easier than I thought it’d be.

“Well… other than it’s kinda horribly embarrassing to admit I don’t know as much as I let on. My bravado and ego got in my own way. Guess that’s why I can identify with Tala sometimes.”

Ash felt somewhat disappointed in a way.

He’d been partially expecting some sort of big evil bad guy that they were fighting.

When in reality, they were really just fighting the entropy of the world. The chaos that it generated all by itself by simply existing.

“The world cultivates chaos as we all strive to bring order to it,” Ash murmured as his eyes dropped from Locke’s face and he stared into the middle distance. “There’s a momentum to it. A flow. I suppose if I’m not careful, I’ll get swept up in it. I suddenly find my Dao far too powerful for my own liking.”

“It… yes. Your Dao is very strong, Ashley. My Chosen One,” Locke said and put her hand atop his where it sat on her knee. She began to drag it up the inside of her thigh. “Everything has a momentum, as you’ve found. From time, to the world, to the elements. All things flow and shift. Even a rock has momentum.

“People have momentum. A relationship has momentum. You’ll need to be very careful, my Ashley. We can’t afford to lose each other, and our Dao is very potent. To the point that you could become a despot of all the realms if you’re not wary.”

Locke’s words felt like someone had just pulled a blanket off his head.

What he’d thought was only a hill turned out to be Mount Tai. It was as if he didn’t have eyes at all to see with and someone had shown him the truth despite his ignorance.

“Even relationships,” Ash parroted back as his thoughts ran along that line. In that moment, he could easily see what she meant. He could speed a relationship up, or slow it down, so long as he was a part of it.

It didn’t mean he could control the relationship, but he could force it to move ahead from where it was, or backwards by reversing the momentum.

If, say, he was with someone who was willing to take things to a sexual level, he could try and guide the speed of the relationship to reach that point quickly.

There was, of course, no guarantee it would work, given that people were mercurial. In touching a relationship’s momentum, he could end up immediately stymieing his own efforts.

He felt something interesting as he sat there with Locke.

He could easily knock his relationship with her all the way back down to how it had been in the beginning. To where they were merely companions working toward a goal.

There was complete control available to him due to the fact that her soul rested inside him.

Ash immediately dismissed that idea.

While he still felt a bit weird about Locke and her gender reveal, he didn’t actually want to change anything with her. He was feeling more comfortable with her than not.

“Oh, why thank you,” Locke said just as Ash’s hand settled as high up on her thigh as it could be. “I’m so glad to hear you’re comfortable with where we’re at. Now, time for you to go.

“If you don’t leave now, you won’t be able to fold Na in half. Then fold your Qi in half. After that just take the attractor pill and go to sleep. I’ll handle it all until it’s time to wake you up to fold it all in half again. You can sleep again after that till the morning.”

“That’ll work? Even if I’m asleep?” Ash asked in an odd way.

“I can handle it,” Locke said with a nod of her head. “I know where your gathering point is. I can guide all the Qi to it and you’ll collect it without being awake. That’s how the snowflake rolls, after all. It becomes a thing all on its own. Where it gathers everything it comes in contact with.

“I just have to guide it all right there. Now, get going. Na is literally getting into your bed right now.”

Before Ash could respond, Locke ejected him from the Hall.

He ended up practically landing underneath Na as she got into the bed.

“Oh, Mas—Ashley. Hello. You have impeccable timing,” Na said, looking down at him with a smile. She leaned back and ended up straddling him across the middle. She was already quite nude. “I’m here for my night duties. Let’s begin.”




***




Yawning, Ash looked at the front yard and then let out a heavy sigh.

The evening had been quite enjoyable with Na.

He’d folded his Qi as Locke had instructed him, taken the pill, and gone straight to sleep. Only to wake up to Locke, fold his Qi, then go right back to sleep.

Then to wake up when Locke played the part of alarm clock and the day would be starting.

When he looked inward, the slow spinning—and very nearly empty—Qi Sea looked more like a solid than a liquid. A solid that slowly spun in a vortex.

He could feel the power of it and the strength there. That the power of it rolled right up to his middle Dantian and was quite secure there as well.

After his tribulation, he could see into that space quite clearly now as well.

An empty void that felt correct.

A blank space that reacted to whatever was given to it or done to it.

When Ash pulled on it, it pushed. If he pushed an angry feeling into it, the Dantian gave him back a chill cold shoulder.

Whatever he gave it, it returned back.

Right now, he was concerned with balancing all things that came to him. His momentum at this time was at the balance point. Ash desired all things in regards to him to be neutral and flowing evenly.

If he was at that point, he could respond much more clearly to anything that happened.

Suddenly, the door behind him opened and Chunhua stepped out. Her hair was a bit messy, her clothes looked as if they’d been thrown on in a rush, and even her eyes looked like they wanted to dip down.

“Chunhua, are you alright?” Ash asked, peering at the lovely sorceress. “Was there somewhere you needed to go? Can I escort you?

“I think she had a spell at the door to our bedroom,” offered Locke. “I felt something ticklish in the air as we stepped through but I thought it was just oddly flowing Qi. It happens sometimes and didn’t seem out of the ordinary.”

“I… no. It’s the opposite. I’m here to escort you, Ashley,” Chunhua said, giving him a bright smile. The monster who was Chunhua was his and bent toward his desires and whims.

He’d wanted her in exchange for power, she’d wanted power and ability for her loyalty.

They both got what they wanted in the end.

Ash just hadn’t expected how ferociously she’d work to fulfill her end of the bargain. He was, however, very grateful for it and that she was on his side. He knew he was the odd one out in this world.

“Chunhua, thank you for being mine,” Ash said with a grin. He was feeling rather appreciative as of late. “My Sorceress, thank you. I won’t turn you or Rou away if you really wanted to push our relationship further. Just… be sure. You know where I want things to be. It won’t be casual. It’d be much more.”

Reaching out, he gently patted the white-eyed woman on the shoulder. Then let his hand linger on her, giving her a gentle squeeze as well.

“I’m going to go visit the auction house today. I want to see what’s going on and what’s for sale. We could always use more tools and things,” he continued, leaving his hand where he’d put it. He wanted to break the physical barrier at the moment.

Chunhua was already nodding her head at his words, her eyes wide and staring at him now.

“Yes. I want to do that,” she said and took a step closer to him. Her hands came up and rested on his hips. “Rou and I both want to push this further. We want this to be absolutely permanent and-and romantically involved. Thank you for accepting me and her. Though… uhm… what… changed your mind, if I may ask? You were somewhat receptive to my actions but you never said anything about actually accepting it.”

“Just realizing that I’ve been rather dumb about it. I’d been saying no out of fear rather than anything else,” Ash said with a smirk. Then he acted impulsively, leaned in, and brushed his lips across Chunhua’s. “Come on, you can be my escort, my Sorceress.”

Stepping away from her, he began walking toward the auction house. He did really want to see what was going on and the best items in the auction were normally shown during the morning viewing.

He heard the light tap of Chunhua’s soft-soled boots catching up to him, then she was right next to him. She had a very red face and was giving him what he could only think of as side-eye.

It lasted several seconds before she started looking ahead of them as they went.

“What?” Chunhua asked suddenly, looking off to their left as they crossed past an intersection. “What do they want?”

“Hm? Oh. Looks like ‘your Sorceress’ has developed an ability to sense others. Liu and Biyu are coming for you,” warned Locke.

Looking that way, Ash saw that Locke was right.

Liu and Biyu were indeed heading his way. The former was an incredibly talented woman of beauty and sexual appeal that Ash couldn’t help but acknowledge. Her brown hair was quite short now and pulled back from her face. Her light-brown eyes were like unsheathed blades as she looked at everyone around her.

Biyu was an existence he barely knew and had only met once.

The last he’d seen of her, she looked more like a roughly beaten side of beef than a woman.

Now though, he saw that she was actually quite pretty and very slim. She ran the lines of a traditional beauty for this realm and hung to them very tightly. Her hair was a dark black and her eyes a similar color.

Both of them had the look of predators prowling across a field rather than young women.

Liu and Biyu both came to a stop and gave him a martial salute once they were close to him. He returned the greeting in equal measure to them.

“Master Sheng, Biyu Sheng and I, Liu Sheng, have come with a letter from our honored elder, Gen,” said Liu. She then pulled a sealed envelope out from her clothing and held it out to him.

Biyu and Liu Sheng, was it?

I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.

“Of course. I would wager that every single woman in your harem who pledged themselves to you, holds your last name. All hoping you’ll bed them. They likely even tell people they’re actively in your harem.

“Eventually, we’ll have to start bringing in other men and women as outsiders, or something similar. But this is fine for now,” said Locke in an almost bored tone. “Can’t really just breed amongst ourselves. Inbreeding would be an issue. Cultivators live a long while. They can hope for thirty or forty years, then seek out a man to bring into the family I imagine”

Taking the letter, Ash mentally agreed with Locke, though he didn’t like the time frame she’d suggested. In that moment, he also realized he needed to acknowledge them exactly as they’d stated their names to be.

After all, they took the time to say their names deliberately to him. They wanted him to hear the Sheng attachment.

“To be fair… Liu… Liu is damaged. You healed her, when she should have died. She will never not hear the beat of your heart, in her heart. Your Dao will forever echo in hers,” murmured Locke. “Even now, if you listen closely with your heightened senses, you can hear her heart, Ashley. It beats a fraction after yours. Almost in time with yours. Beat for beat.

“Her Dao, is in fact, tied to you. As you grow in power, hers will as well. Her Dao is simply Ashley Sheng’s Dao. Listen with it. You’ll hear her Dao echo in your own.”

Ash stalled for time and began to open the envelope. At the same time, he did as Locke suggested. He listened with his Dao.

With his heightened senses as well.

Liu’s heart did indeed beat almost in exact rhythm with his own as an echo. Only a fraction of a second afterward, but always perfectly synced.

Even when his heart did a minor flip at the full realization of what he’d done, hers did the same.

Trying to open the envelope and ignore what he heard, Ash pulled back on his Dao and senses. But it was already too late.

He’d heard Liu’s Dao start echoing louder and louder inside his own. It was almost hard to ignore after the first second.

Nor did he miss when Liu took a sudden step toward him. Her breathing was picking up in speed and her eyes were actually dilated.

“Thank you, Liu Sheng,” Ash said, looking up from the letter as he caught her eyes. If there was ever a moment he might be able to stop her, this was it.

Liu did indeed freeze in place, her mouth partly open as she gazed at him.

“Yes, Ashley. Everything is for you,” she said in what was nearly a moan. He could still faintly hear her heart thudding inside his own. Her Dao sailed along right behind his.

Turning his head, he looked at Biyu.

“I’m glad you recovered so well, Biyu Sheng. I worried for you. I lamented that you had suffered for me, for my actions,” Ash said honestly. There were still times where his mind would trip back to what’d been done to her and how he was responsible. “It’s good to see you as you should be.”

Ash had paused in his effort to open the envelope. He’d open it in the private booth at the auction house. That would be much safer and keep it from prying eyes.

“Thank you, Ashley,” Biyu said with a wide grin. There was finally some joy in her eyes at this point. As if the darkness that dwelt in her were lifted by his words. “I owe everything to you. I… I now understand my purpose. I’ve already given you everything of me, and will continue to do so.”

“Great. I’m thankful for it and you,” Ash said, then gestured the way they’d been walking. “Will you both accompany my Sorceress and I? We’re on our way to the auction house. You’re welcome to move with us Liu Sheng and Biyu Sheng.”

“Thank you, Ashley,” Liu said and then inclined her head to him. “We would appreciate that. It would be easier to protect you from a close proximity.”

“Yes, thank you, Ashley,” Biyu agreed, bowing at the same time.

“Great. Off we go then,” said Ash, tucking the envelope into his clothes and vanishing it into the Hall.
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Reaching the auction house, Ash went straight for the anonymous entrance. He’d be able to slip inside, blend in, and become indiscernible from anyone else.

A woman who appeared to be in her twenties stood not too far off. She was keeping herself directly in the center of what would be the VIP booths.

Likely where Ash would be taken after he’d deposited his auction house token and some things to sell. He already suspected that they’d likely push back his items for a few days to gather interest.

He could at least participate in the auction today, though, to see if there was anything interesting to purchase. There was always something to be bought, so long as one had the money.

Money is a deep form of power.

After all, Mother Far always said ‘an inch of time is worth an inch of gold, but you can’t buy an inch of time with an inch of gold’, and I hold that as truth.

“You’re just saying that because you plan on hiring people to do all the chores in the house. Like managing the greenery,” accused Locke.

Ash only grinned at that, he didn’t disagree with her.

“I’m going to go put some things up to sell,” Ash said, indicating the cubicles. “You’re welcome to wait here, or put some things up yourselves. Meet back here in a few?”

There were collective nodding heads to his words.

Ash turned and entered one of the cubicles.

Pulling out his jade token, he dropped it into the tray, then closed it.

He figured that if he introduced himself to whoever was on the other side first, they’d have a chance to prepare for him. Last time, it took them a while as if they had to rush off to find someone.

Sorting through what he could sense of the Hall, Ash began to organize what he was allowed to sell. They had to be very careful with what he was putting into the auction house and how much of it.

Yue had sorted out everything that he could sell without raising suspicion while he was here. In the end, she’d given him a lot to work with.

She’d be selling similar items as well throughout the realm in other areas to help throw people off his trail. Not to mention simply raising coin by selling them.

Locke, what do you think? Start big? Start small?

I personally feel like giving them crumbs to start with is the best.

“I’d tend to agree, yes. Start small, give them a little of what you know they want. Maybe… one element, and a couple of professions?” Locke suggested.

Mm. I agree completely.

Thank you, Locke Sheng.

“I… of… course. Of course. Yes. Not a problem,” said Locke in an excited voice.

Ash flicked through his papers and brought out a single Water Elemental transference paper. It would convey the attribute of water to whatever it was put onto.

Sword, person, or otherwise.

For someone like Jia, who was predisposed to Water Qi cultivation and usage, this was an empowerment. It was one of the reasons everyone in his alliance was incredibly strong in their own bailiwick.

Their foundations were built into their elements, their abilities chosen by Ash, everything enhanced by carving directly onto their bodies.

He’d turned them all into living weapons.

I think… wood carving, carpentry, and… singing, will be an amusing thing to watch happen.

As Ash thought about what he was going to do, he pulled out all the appropriate paper bundles. He imagined people wouldn’t be very happy since he wasn’t doing what he did last time, but this was going to be longer term.

Careful and slow.

Standing there, Ash waited, staring at the drawer.

He’d already heard the clatter and rush as whoever it was saw his token. They were most likely scurrying off to find a supervisor just as Ash suspected they would.

Before he knew it, he started to cultivate. It was an easy thing his mind wandered off to if he had nothing else to do, or think on.

Inspecting the slow flow of time as it wound around him. Where the air slipped in underneath the door, into the room, and through the small gaps in the drawer.

It was just a bare whisper of movement, but he could feel it as he more or less tasted the momentum of the world. Watching it go by as one would a creek.

There was a disturbance in that flow that came suddenly. From the other side of the partition, in fact.

Ash looked at where the drawer would open before it did. He saw it open, before it did.

His Dao was active and merely letting things happen as they would, rather than projecting it out as it had done previously.

The drawer opened and the jade token was the only thing inside.

Going to pick it up, Ash paused.

It’d changed.

Instead of a jade coin, it was a jade coin with a gold border. The number on it was two.

Hm. Did they upgrade me or something? Curious.

I’ll have to change my plans a bit, won’t I?

Ash pulled out the papers, took his token back, and dropped them into the box.

Then he took out one of each other element, and dropped them inside as well. It wasn’t part of his original plan, but he felt like he couldn’t disappoint them all of a sudden.

Shutting the drawer, he waited, wondering how long this time would take.

He was surprised when it only took thirty seconds for the drawer to open again.

This time it held a single slip of paper and a card.

Picking up both, Ash saw that they were once again asking him to please give them time to advertise his items. This time it would be a week before the auction began.

Once more, they’d given him a card filled with spirit stones.

They gave him what they believed to be ten percent of what his items would likely sell for, and three percent as a bonus if he gave them time.

Ash flicked the note back into the drawer, closed it, and slipped the card into the Hall.

What are we at, money-wise?

“Two million spirit stones, give or take. We’d have more but you always tell Yue to reinvest it,” reported Locke. “To be fair, she just puts cards in our home now with her own profits. You just think you left them out and pick them up and put them away.”

Wait, really? Is that why I kept finding cards?

Locke only laughed as an answer.

Exiting the cubicle, he walked back out into the hall.

Liu was standing there talking to Chunhua. Biyu wasn’t anywhere that he could see.

“Ah, she’ll be back in a moment,” Liu said as Ash drifted closer.

He was thankful she wasn’t addressing him by name or doing anything that would bring attention to them. The whole point of coming in the anonymous entrance the way they did was to keep themselves out of the spotlight.

Unfortunately, standing around here wouldn’t be helpful either.

Ash glanced at the woman in the hall, then back to the cubicles. He didn’t want to leave Biyu behind, nor did he wish to remain here.

“May I help you, sir?” asked the woman, giving him a pretty smile. She had looks that would certainly put her above the average line with dark-brown hair and black eyes.

Unfortunately for the auction house, and the royal family it was attached to, Ash was now terribly spoiled. He didn’t have much in the way of roaming eyes given the quality of the women he spent his time with.

There would be very little information a woman such as this would be able to coax from him.

He was fortunately far more likely to get information out of her, instead.

He also noticed that she was a low level Spirit Refiner. She was clearly more than just a pretty face.

“Is the royal family currently in the Imperial City?” Ash asked, catching and holding the woman’s gaze.

The royal family controlled all the citizens and received their due from everyone in the realm.

Whereas the Realm Lord was hailed as the chief cultivator of the realm, even though from what Ash knew they were likely only a high ranked Empowered Mortal.

The two leaders, the King and the Realm Lord, shared joint responsibility for the realm. Both of them reported to the Emperor of the Heavens.

If the royal family was in the Imperial City, then Ash definitely had nothing to worry about.

“They are currently residing in Xing city, Sir,” said the woman with a calm and very practiced smile.

Ah, I see. We’ll have to make sure we’re very careful then when in public.

“Indeed. Also, Biyu is returning right now. It would be a perfect time to act,” Locke advised.

“I need you to take me to the VIP assignment hall,” Ash said and pointed to the area behind her. “I don’t wish to show you my token, but I can tell you it’s a single digit token.”

Blinking hard, the woman looked as if she’d been given a terrible shock. She quickly dipped her head once, then stepped to the side, holding her arm out. She said nothing, admitting them with nothing more than moving to the side.

Which was actually the idea. The less attention brought to them, the better.

Ash started moving just as Biyu fell in with Liu. The four of them trooped into the hall behind Ash, the woman stepping back into the middle of the entry and blocking access.

“She was weak,” Biyu murmured quietly.

“Only a Spirit Refiner two. Perhaps three. Yet only the strength of a Mortal eight or nine. She rushed her development,” Liu responded. “It’s disappointing to find someone so unsuited for guard detail.”

“To be fair, those two really are growing faster than even I projected. They’re both Mortal Refiner eights, now,” mused Locke.

Eight!? How the hell did they do that!?

“A lot of training, a lot of medicinal items, and a lot of debt to Ying Yue, Mei, Jia, or Na, I imagine. They’re probably in such a great deal of debt that it would be incomprehensible. They’re probably more property than person, now.”

Ash only shook his head slightly as he spotted what he was looking for up ahead.

Another woman was waiting for them. This one was a little older, though she had the look of someone who’d been working their position for a long while.

He recognized her as the woman who’d assisted him last time. She had offered him anything and everything under the sun, including women.

Even herself.

“Ah, welcome,” she said, bowing her head to him. “May I know what your token is? I’ve been alerted to the fact that we have a great person in the auction house today.”

Uh-huh.

Bullshit.

You recognized me and know exactly who I am. You’re trying to play it off, though, so you don’t seem dangerous to me.

Ash pulled the token from the Hall and held it out in front of himself.

The woman’s eyes focused on the token, then widened. Her breath caught and it looked like she wanted to flee from him.

Making the token vanish back into the Hall, Ash stood there, waiting. Staring at the woman as she stared back at him.

“After me, kind sir. Please allow me to show the esteemed guest to his seat,” said the woman after an awkwardly long pause, with a turn of her body. She began to lead them down the hall.

They kept going past where she’d taken Ash previously and stopped at another door. The woman opened it, stepped inside, and held it open.

“Would the guest and his entourage like anything? May I fetch you anything at all?” asked the woman.

“Breakfast, please,” said Ash, moving into the booth. “Fruits for me. Ask my wives what they want directly.”

Moving to the front of the booth, Ash found he was looking out onto the auction floor. This booth was very similar to the previous one, but it had a better view. Also, a lot more money had been spent on the decorations and seating arrangements.

Just like last time, if he bid on anything, no one but the auctioneer would be able to see it. Set in the center of the seat was a placard. It had a gold rim around it and had the number two in the middle.

Perfect.

Picking up the placard, Ash sat down, and waited. He was curious to see what would go up for sale today.

It really is like being on vacation.

“It is indeed a nice rest from the evils that were the sect,” agreed Locke. “Though do be on guard. They were only magnified in the sect. They exist here as well, of course.”




***




Biyu and Liu were eating from their plates in a far more dignified way than he’d expected. For some reason, he’d half expected them to be gorging themselves.

Chunhua was seated next to him, daintily nibbling at what looked like some type of scone. It reminded him of a watching a small, cute animal.

“What?” asked the sorceress, apparently catching him watching her.

“Nothing,” Ash said, immediately falling back into placid neutrality. Then he decided against it. “I was just thinking how cute you looked right now while eating. That’s all.”

Watching him for a few seconds, Chunhua blinked, then slowly let the scone lower from where she’d been holding it up. She gave him an odd smile and finally looked away, her eyes drifting off to the side.

“They’re not used to you actually pushing a bit. Remember how Tala and Na acted previously?” Locke reminded him. “She’s probably going through every little thing from this morning to now, trying to figure out what she did that brought this change on.”

A chime sounded throughout the room, immediately followed by a woman walking out on the stage in front of everyone. She looked like the same auctioneer from the last time.

“Good morning, everyone. First, I’d like to announce that our auction house is honored and delighted to state that we’re in possession of transference papers. Our dearest and most esteemed patron has brought more of them to us to sell on their behalf.

“We have, of course, authenticated them and will put them on display after this auction closes. We plan on selling them one week from today in a special one-off auction,” said the woman in a loud voice. It carried easily, the building interior clearly having been built just for this purpose.

There was an immediate and vocal response from all those who were attending the auction.

It was obvious that they would likely spread the word far and wide before the auction house could even hope for it. Word of mouth was always a wonderful way to spread news, after all.

“That’s for another time, however. Let’s begin with this morning’s auction!” said the woman who then gestured offstage. Indicating to someone else to bring up the first item.

There was a slight pause and then a young man came over pushing a table laden with pill jars. They came in every discernible size and shape.

“Nothing of any actual use there. Our Yue has given you more than that when she was bored in the evenings,” Locke commented dryly.

“Oh, Biyu, we should get those,” Liu said, gesturing at the stage.

“Yes, Mistress Sheng did say to buy them all up and use them,” agreed Biyu.

“Mei wants them to be as powerful as possible, as quickly as possible,” Chunhua offered before Ash could even ask about it. “She and Yue are working together.”

Ah, that would explain their levels. You were right, Locke.

Debt up to their eyeballs to Mei and Yue.

“To be fair, they clearly took it on willingly.”

Ash said nothing, though he handed over the placard to Chunhua, who passed it down.

He knew that the vast majority of the people in his alliance felt incredibly indebted to him. To the point that those closest to him had told him in no uncertain terms, that if they were them, they’d feel compelled to offer him their lives, bodies, or both.

Bed ’em all, right?

“Fuck, no. I only said that because I didn’t think you’d ever do it.”

Are you being serious?!

What the fuck, Locke?

“Yes, I’m being serious. Don’t sleep with any of them. In fact, don’t sleep with Chunhua, Liu, Biyu, or Jia,” grumbled Locke. “Tattoo my name on your shaft and keep it for me forever forward.”

Thinking about that, and how well it fit with how weird Locke had been getting, Ash watched as an endless parade of items were brought up, discussed, auctioned, and moved off the platform. Nothing really jumped out to him or called his attention.

Liu, Biyu, and Chunhua likewise didn’t seem interested in anything else that was brought up.

“For the last item of the day, we have a collection,” announced the auctioneer. She walked to one side of the platform and grabbed something just offstage.

Moving back to the center, she brought with her what looked like a large wooden table that was covered in a red cloth. The whole surface was canted at forty-five degrees so that everyone could actually see what was on the table.

Laid out across that red cloth were a large number of weapons.

There was even something that caught Ash’s eyes.

In the top left of the table was a large two-handed sword. Ash didn’t know the name of it, but it looked very European to him rather than belonging to this veil.

He needed to know more, but that wasn’t something he could do easily. Locke, on the other hand, would be able to figure out exactly what was going on with those weapons.

All he had to do was butter her up a bit.

Locke Sheng, dearest wife of mine, is that two-handed weapon there suitable for Tala? 

“I—that is—uhm—let me check!” Locke said in a stuttering and far too loud voice. “Yes! She’d be able to use it and it would help her, in fact. It’s a much better channel and focus than her current sword. There’s also a sword in there that would do well for Moira.

“Not to mention I’m sure there are others in the alliance who could benefit from those weapons. It wouldn’t harm us at all to get them.”

Thank you!

Ash picked up the placard that was resting in Chunhua’s lap and then held it up. The auctioneer hadn’t even finished talking about the set when he’d done so.

The woman on stage had noticed him and her smile widened, then gestured to the collection as she continued to speak.

“—of the highest quality. I don’t think there’s anything more to be said. I have an opening bid of two hundred thousand spirit stones,” she said, glancing up to Ash.

Ash lifted the placard higher and waggled it around.

“I have two hundred thousand,” she said, pointing up at him. Then her head turned fractionally. “Do I have two fifty?

“Two fifty. Three hundred?”

Her hand moved back to Ash now. Apparently, another booth had bid on the weapons.

“As a collection, they’re probably only worth about four hundred to five hundred thousand spirit stones. For our purposes, and because we could easily use every single one of those items in our alliance, I’d say no more than seven hundred thousand,” offered Locke in a very helpful tone.

Apparently, his buttering up had done wonders for her.

Ash raised his placard, then lowered it. Then raised it again, and once more lowered it. And raised it again.

“I… I have… I have four hundred thousand,” she said in a bit of an odd tone, her hand gesturing back to the other booth. Do I have four fifty?

“I have four fifty. Five hundred?”

Ash raised his placard, put it down, raised it, put it down, raised it, and then put it down once more.

“Six hundred thousand,” said the auctioneer in a nearly flat tone now, her hand moving back toward the other booth. “Going once… twice… sold.”

“Two-hander goes to Tala,” Ash said and put the placard down against the side of his chair. They were done here now that the auction was over. “There’s another sword that’ll go to Moira. You’re welcome to pick something out from the collection if you want it.”

Ash stood up and brushed out his clothes, then adjusted them. He picked up a slice of a pear, stuffed it into his mouth, and started making his way to the door.

It was time to go.

Before he got there, the door burst open. The female attendant who had been taking care of them was attempting to pull backward a man who was roughly twenty years in age.

“How dare you!” shouted the man, his dark eyes flashing, even as his black hair threatened to come loose.

“Huh?” Ash said around the mouthful of pear.

“How dare you bid against me!” shouted the young man again.
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Ash swallowed the half-chewed pear and looked at the attendant.

“Why is someone allowed in here?” Ash asked, his brain rapidly catching up to the situation. “Does the auction house hold that little regard for the anonymity of their clientele? I thought this was meant to be a safe place?”

“I do what I want!” shouted the young man. In the hall stood a number of armed and armored cultivators. Most of them didn’t give much of a feeling of power, though several were at least as strong as Liu and Biyu.

Unfortunately, there was one who was at least as strong as a low level Empowered Mortal.

Ash wasn’t concerned at first, but he was starting to grow wary now. He was also beginning to suspect this person was related to the royal family. No one else would dare cause a scene in the auction house and have this kind of power to back it up.

“Anything I bid on is mine!” shouted the young man. “You stupid redneck! Did none of your family teach you the rules of the auction house!?”

All the while this was going on, the female attendant was trying to wrangle the man out of the room. To get him back up and out. 

Before Ash could say anything, the young man pointed at Ash with his left arm.

“Kill him!” he shouted.

All the cultivators from the hall rushed into the booth.

“Call on me as a Martial Spirit!” Locke demanded.

Ash was about to ask how to do that when, out of nowhere, he instinctively felt how. He needed to reach out to his Dao and open a portal through his middle Dantian to his Qi Sea itself.

Apparently, that was where a Martial Spirit dwelt, but Ash didn’t have one.

Or at least, he didn’t until that moment.

He felt Locke’s presence flash through his Qi Sea, through the middle Dantian, and out into the world itself.

She appeared exactly as she had in the Hall.

Lifting up her left hand, she made a closed fist gesture.

The Empowered Mortal who’d been rushing toward Ash flopped to the ground and laid still there. All of the other guards came to an immediate halt as soon as it happened.

“You would kill someone in the auction house?” Locke asked in an imperious tone. “Either the royal family has no respect for those it considers guests, or you have no respect for the royal family. Which is it?”

Before the fight had begun, it was over. Locke had brought an overwhelming force down and cowed them all.

Ash could feel a drain on his Qi Sea from having summoned her the way he had, though it wasn’t terrible. He could easily keep her there without any concern at all.

Though, he could feel her drawing Qi from the surroundings. It was rushing in toward her from all around.

You have an ability that’s like an attractor?

“No. It’s the ability I’m using. I increased the gravity around him,” explained Locke, confirming for him that despite being corporeal in the real world, she was still part of him.

Turning her head, Locke caught his eye and gave him a grin and a wink, before looking back to the young man and his entourage.

“You dare! How dare you assault the royal family!” shrieked the young man. He drew the sword at his hip and pointed it at Locke.

“We’re leaving,” Ash said. “We also won’t be returning.”

Ash, Chunhua, Liu, and Biyu all left the booth, with Locke taking the rear.

“What’s your name?” Locke asked, looking down at the young man who’d threatened them. His sword was still pointed at her, though it was obvious his bravado was false. He was no cultivator.

“I am Hou! Hou Langye, you peasant! I will have you executed!” shrieked the man.

Locke made a dismissive gesture with her hand and the Empowered Mortal was released from her hold. Standing there, she went out of his sight as Ash and his party moved down the hall.

“Leave and head home,” Ash murmured. “I’m going to go get our things. As well as the papers. There’s no way I’m leaving them here. Not after that. There are other auctions we can use.”

Ash felt it when Locke suddenly returned to him, entering through the portal and returning to his Qi Sea. The opening closed behind her and he felt her settle into place.

It was a strange feeling. She’d never been so physical inside of him like this.

Now he could feel her. Flowing, sliding, becoming one with his Qi Sea.

“It’s fine. This was an expected outcome. It changes very little, other than it makes me more of a possession than a person,” lamented Locke. “But again, that’s fine. It’s not as if you treat Tala or Moira poorly.

“I don’t think you’ll be terrible or abusive to me either. Though… we could always have some fun with it, if you’re up for some role-play? Maybe some fun word play and names?”

Ash rolled his eyes, did his best to kill the smile that threatened to appear, and moved quickly. He knew Locke would know how he felt regardless of what he said or did, though.

Exiting the hallway, they passed into the anonymous entrance area. Chunhua and the others vanished into the crowd and were no longer visible. 

Ash turned and entered the cubicles.

He pulled out a sheet of paper as well as a charcoal stick with a thin tip to it. He didn’t have the time to really pen out a fantastic letter, but he needed to at least put something down.

Finishing up quickly, he held it up to inspect what he’d written.

“Due to the insults suffered to my person, as well as threats on my life, by Hou Langye, I am demanding the return of my items that would have been auctioned. The advance that was given is included with this. 

“If my items are returned without delay, I will not consider the auction house here in Xing city an enemy. Should they not be returned, I will do all within my power to bring the auction house and its supporters low,” Locke said in a dry tone. “Well, it’s concise and to the point. No way that they can really argue with it.”

Dropping the card they’d given him, the note, as well as his token into the tray, Ash slammed it shut. He’d accidentally put too much force into it and it sounded more like a gun going off.

So you’re my Martial Spirit, huh?

“I qualify. Besides, you’d never be able to attain one otherwise. Your Qi is pure and without element or bias. As I’m part of you, I can serve that purpose,” explained Locke.

Standing there, Ash wondered if he’d need to leave Xing city. He didn’t imagine being on the bad side of the royal family was conducive to remaining healthy.

As he pondered that, the tray opened again.

The token and card were still there, though the note had been exchanged.

Picking it up, Ash flicked it open.




We ask that you please reconsider this action.

We’re positive that we can come to an amicable agreement as to the situation and what has occurred. We only ask for time to look into the situation and arrive at a conclusion.

At the minimum, please allow us five days to look into this matter, and return here. If you’re unsatisfied with the answer we present at that time, we’ll return the items you were going to auction. 

You may keep the advance as a sign of good faith on our part.

Additionally, your purchase of the collection of weapons will be ready within an hour if you wish to wait.




Frowning, Ash looked at the letter and contemplated what to do.

“Give them the time. It’ll also give us time to gather information on the royal family,” advised Locke. “After that, we can act. It shouldn’t be an issue.”

With a nod of his head, Ash knew that Locke was right. That was the best answer that could be given under the circumstances.

I want to start powering up as fast as I can. What do you recommend?

“I’ll put together a regimen for you.”

Thank you, Locke Sheng.

Taking the card and the token, Ash left the auction house.




***




Despite what’d happened, there was no word of any of it on the streets. No talk of any aspect of it whatsoever.

On top of that, the auction house’s public leaders hadn’t said much about the transference papers. The word was already spreading throughout the city that they’d be put on auction soon, but the auction house itself said very little.

It was obvious to Ash that they were trying to not overhype the situation just in case they couldn’t sell the items after all.

For his part, Ash kept himself locked away in his room.

If he wasn’t cultivating, he was eating, or sleeping. Though he always had someone with him regardless of what he was doing.

Beyond that he spent a lot of time with his family.

Tala, Na, and Chunhua all frequented his bed. The last having done so the same day they came back from the auction house.

Jia spent more time with him than anyone else, but she didn’t bring up joining his bed in any way, shape, or form. If anything, she seemed quite content with how everything was going.

Unfortunately, that was the extent of what happened.

There was no information about the royal family available, other than that the lower realm king was a man by the name of Peng. He was hard on smuggling, illegal trade, and little else.

He had no accomplishments that would follow him in death nor any real scandals.

The policies of his father that were put into place to protect citizens weren’t being completely upheld. Given what happened to Yue, Ash could certainly see how that was an issue.

Today was the sixth day since the incident and that meant Ash needed to return to the auction house. This time he took Jia and Tala with him, as well as Shu and Lifen.

The latter two had donned conical hats with attached veils that hid their faces away. They were also wearing what looked a lot like some type of martial uniform. Ash was rather curious about it all but he wasn’t going to pry.

Jia and Tala had ignored the situation entirely and acted as if it were expected. That they perhaps knew Shu and Lifen would dress this way.

“I still think it would be best if someone else went in, instead of you,” Jia said as they moved toward the auction house. “They already know what you look like. They could just as easily attempt to murder you, as to acquiesce to your demand.”

“You know… I don’t even disagree with you, Jia,” Ash said with a nod of his head. “Except that they’ll propose something. Which means you’d have to come back out and talk to me anyway. That’d only increase the danger for all of us since it’d be multiple trips. There’s no guarantee it’d be done in two, either.

“Also, I’ll have Locke with me. If anything goes wrong, she can help me, or I can hide in the Hall for a time. It isn’t an issue.”

The discovery that Locke could come and go as a Martial Spirit had been a surprise to everyone. However, they’d accepted it and moved on rather quickly.

Quicker than Ash had expected them to, to be honest.

Wandering up to the auction house, Ash split apart from the others. They would remain outside and be ready. If they waited inside, it would only be problematic if someone tried to separate him from them.

Just as he’d already mentioned, if Ash got into a tight spot, he had options.

Entering the anonymous gate, Ash went into an open bay. There’d been more than enough people around that he felt he wouldn’t be noticed right off the bat.

Opening the drawer, Ash dropped in his token and pushed the box back to the other side.

Leaning up against the wall, he let out a soft sigh and wondered how long this would take.

Only for the drawer to pop open once again. Inside was a note which was handwritten by brush and pen. Clearly prepared in advance for him.

His token was resting just atop it.

Picking up the note, Ash ground his teeth together and forced himself to read it with an open mind.




Dear esteemed guest,

It is apparent and clear that you have been wronged by someone in the royal family.

I would like to repair this relationship and request that you have a meeting with me personally. I am a leading member of the royal family and uncle to our king, Peng Langye. This would be to discuss what I could do to undo the damage that has been done.

If you’re willing to meet with me, merely add this note to the drawer without your token, and close it.

If you’re unwilling to meet with me and want the return of your items, please put both the note, and the token, into the drawer.




Ash held the note in one hand and idly tapped it against his chin as he thought about the situation.

He didn’t think this was entirely outside the realm of possibility, but it also left him feeling odd. He didn’t really wish to meet with the royal family as this “great person” they were expecting. Nor did he want to reveal himself to anyone.

“If we want to remain in the city, it would be best to repair the relationship. If we’re leaving, or do not care, we should simply collect our items and go,” Locke suggested. “To be fair, there’s always an upstart in the family. It is entirely possible that the family was unaware of what this one person did.

“Look no further than your brother, after all. The disasters of one single person can grow quite quickly, can they not?”

Sighing, Ash hung his head and tried to think through the situation.

His mind kept circling around the fact that this would actually be an opportunity to make connections within the royal family. There weren’t too many ways to make that happen.

Any thoughts on what they might suggest on how to repair this?

Money? Land? Something like that?

“Depends on how much they know of you and the situation,” mused Locke. “If they’re aware of who and what you are… probably a daughter as a wife. Maybe a niece. Something along those lines.

“This would be an actual marriage, though. On a contract, transfer of names and titles— the whole thing. They wouldn’t want you to escape afterward. A legal marriage is a lot more than just a cultivator’s oath or paperwork on a clan.  Binding a cultivator to a citizen can be… problematic.”

Ash could imagine that such a legal marriage could be problematic if he did something stupid. It could easily endanger the alliance.

Because while cultivators were strong individually, they could still be drowned by hordes of citizen soldiers. There would be a point when they would simply be overwhelmed.

Doubly so, if said soldiers were equipped with marginally enchanted weapons.

Citizens couldn’t compete with strength, but they could numerically.

Right. The question becomes, do we think they already know who I am?

Did they break their own anonymity mantra in this situation?

“I would have. Wouldn’t you?” Locke asked with a laugh. “I think we’ll find that whoever this individual is, they’ll be throwing a daughter or niece toward you, money, and a percentage in the auction house.

“Whoever this person is, owns a controlling portion of the business. Likely whoever Hou is, or who they’re related to, can be ignored by the auction house owner.”

Right… right… okay.

So… if we go forward with this, we’ll have to accept a marriage more than likely.

“Well, a legal one. They’ll likely remain with their family while you wander off. Having a citizen travel with a cultivator is just asking for problems,” Locke said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she got pregnant while you were many hundreds of miles away. The child would be taken into the royal family and have no relation to the Sheng family.”

How cold and tasteless.

Yet… not surprising in any way at all. I guess that answers that then.

Because I know what Jia and Mei would tell me. Chunhua, Moira, and Na would all say the same thing, as well.

“Even I’ll say it. Best you go meet them, take the royal whatever-she-is as a bed partner, then move on. Take the connections with the royal family and use it to push the Sheng Alliance ever higher. Though to be sure, it does put us into the royal sphere of things for the lower realm. We’d be at odds with the Realm Lord but… that doesn’t seem like such a bad thing if he’s a reflection of that master he sent us.

“You know, the rapist who was sad he didn’t kill his victim. If his only punishment was to go into that veil… well… that’s a bit of an undervalued sentence.”

Yeah… yeah. Makes sense.

Ash flicked the paper back into the drawer, took out his token from it, and then slid it shut. He’d indicated he was willing to meet with whoever wrote the letter.

After that, it was on them.

Seconds after he’d closed the drawer, it once again opened.

Again, there was a note inside.

Picking it up, Ash read it over.




Thank you for your willingness to meet.

I’ve reserved a sitting for lunch at Leaf Floating on the River. Please meet me there at noon. All you need to do is ask the hostess to be seated with the Gentleman from the Auction. You need not state your name or identity.




Looking up from the note, Ash considered how to move forward.

The note had once again been written in ink with a brush. It wasn’t something one could do on the spot.

Dragging his thumbnail across some of the ink, he found it was dry. Very dry.

As if it’d been written many days in advance.

You think he reserved a lunch sitting and dinner sitting yesterday, today, and tomorrow? Because that’s what I think he did.

“Indeed. It’s what I’d do. And I’m very tricky and full of surprises,” purred Locke. “Oh, and speaking of… I’ve been keeping an eye on the others. None of them will be visiting you tonight.

“That means… it’s… my turn, tonight, doesn’t it? Doesn’t it, doesn’t it? Mmmmm?”

Ash didn’t respond.

Then he realized he needed to. He couldn’t keep being coy about things with Locke.

Either she was being serious and he needed to give her an answer, or she was fooling around, and he definitely needed to give her an answer.

It is indeed your turn, Locke Sheng. Be sure to tell me what to do to make sure I ‘hit all the sweet spots’ as you call them. I need to know them all in advance.

You promised to help me out with everyone, didn’t you?

That includes you.

“I… of course. Yes,” Locke said with a great deal of energy. It felt both eager and nervous in equal amounts. “All the sweet spots. Every single one.”
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Everyone had decided that Ash and Jia would be the only ones to meet with the auction house representative. Jia would be able to effectively act as his second in regards to the Sheng Alliance, as well as a cultivator wife.

In a situation that involved a legal marriage to a citizen, she would be an ideal candidate to come with him. The only other possibility had been Na, but she’d declined immediately, stating that she was his Handmaiden first, everything else second.

Entering the restaurant, Ash was glad he’d had Jia help him put on what to wear. He’d never even been in this district before, let alone this location.

Everything here was incredibly high-end and high in price, regardless of what it was.

“You look fine. Stop worrying,” Jia whispered a few moments before they arrived at the hostess booth. The woman was dressed immaculately, was attractive, and said nothing as they approached. She did, however, give them a warm smile. “Good afternoon. We would like to be seated with the Gentleman from the Auction.”

The smile never faltered, the woman’s eyes moved from Jia to Ash, and she nodded her head once. She gestured into the restaurant, then stepped out in front of them.

It was a clear indicator to enter and follow her.

She took a hard turn almost immediately, then passed through a doorway and up a narrow set of stairs. Exiting onto the second floor, she brought them around to a balcony seat overlooking the street below.

The sunshades were set up in such a way as to obscure those seated so they couldn’t be seen from outside, but the diners could peer out if they wished. A consideration given to those who wouldn’t wish to be seen, obviously.

Two people were seated at the table where the hostess was leading them— a man in his forties and a young woman who couldn’t have been past twenty years of age.

You were right, Locke.

“Of course, I was.”

The man was very well put together, slim, with dark eyes and dark hair. His clothes appeared expensive in cloth and cut, but not overly showy.

The young woman who sat next to him also had dark eyes and the same black hair. She was dressed in a very similar style to him, though she was wearing a skirt, blouse, and light jacket, instead.

They were both dressed in the royal family’s colors of bright blue and gold.

On top of that, they were the only people in the area.

Or even on the floor.

It was as if they’d rented out the entirety of the floor so there would be no onlookers.

“Mmm. She looks as pretty as Na, but her figure is more to this veil’s liking. Such a disappointment. They’re all like pre-pubescent girls,” lamented Locke. “This is why I left some extra flesh on my own body. I felt odd without just a little heft to me.”

Ash couldn’t disagree with that. He had a personal attraction to the women around him, and very few of them were this world’s ideal of beauty.

“Ah, welcome,” said the man, standing up from the table. He didn’t seem surprised to see either Ash or Jia. “I was glad when you accepted my invitation, and now I’m relieved that you’re here.

“I am Weng Langye, uncle to his majesty, King Peng Langye. This is my grand-niece, Peng’s daughter, Princess Ju Langye.”

The woman next to the man stood up and bowed at the waist to them just as her uncle did the same.

Damn. They’re actually giving us respect.

“Yes, the face they’re showing you is considerable. Return it once you arrive at the table. Jia will follow your lead.”

No sooner than Ash stopped at his seat, then he did as Locke suggested. He bowed at the waist in an equal measure to Weng and Ju. Jia, of course, did the same.

Ash held it for a few seconds, then stood upright. He wanted to make sure he gave them a full measured bow, but didn’t want this to linger. The other three had taken their cue from him and stood up as well.

“Well, let’s have a seat,” Weng said and gestured to the table. It was already quite full of food and drink. Most of it looking far more expensive than Ash had likely ever eaten.

Despite having a large amount of wealth, he hadn’t seen a reason to splurge on things like this. He was happy to buy anything that came his way that suited his fancy, but overpriced food seemed silly.

That and as a cultivator he didn’t really have too much of an appetite.

Ash and Jia took the seats that were clearly set for them. Ash noticed there were a few chairs nearby that could have been pulled over. Apparently, Weng wasn’t sure how many people would be coming to see him.

“I’ll begin, if you don’t mind,” Weng said and began taking a few things from every platter in front of him. Ju was watching him quietly and seemed to be waiting for something.

“Feel free,” Ash said and then started to do the same. He was particularly interested in what looked like egg rolls.

Ju and Jia immediately began loading their plates as soon as Ash had started.

“I’ve already looked into the situation. I’ve spoken with everyone involved as well,” Weng said in an easygoing tone. “Hou broke into your booth, threatened your life, attempted to kill you, and broke more or less every rule I have in place in the auction house.”

“More or less,” Ash agreed. He was curious what else this man would say, so he wasn’t quick to add anything to the conversation.

Ash wanted to know what this man knew about him and the situation as a whole.

“I won’t lie to you about the situation,” Weng said as his eyes moved over each and every platter in front of them. It seemed as if he was making sure he got everything he wanted. “I used the information on hand to unmask your identity and then looked into you.

“At the same time, I made sure to erase all traces of who you are as I went. No one else will be able to do what I did, but the damage was already done with Hou’s involvement. I saw it as a simple way to know more about you while cleaning up at the same time.”

“That’s very logical. I agree with his sentiment, though we must, of course, be wary.”

“Alright,” Ash said, then took a bite out of the egg-roll-like item. It had a very lovely fried taste to it with well-cooked vegetables inside. He was also fairly certain that the protein in it was chicken but he wasn’t entirely sure.

“You’ll understand when I say I was surprised to learn that an Outlander citizen turned cultivator of the Jade Fist Sect was behind the recent big ticket sales in my auction house,” Weng said and then picked up his fork and began to eat.

Ju cleared her throat and partially leaned forward toward Ash.

“It was very surprising. We were honestly expecting someone with a lot more depth to their background,” murmured Ju.

“I’m afraid my background must remain unknown,” Ash said, catching on to what they were asking. They wanted to know if he was being supported by another. “Suffice it to say, you have no relations to anyone in my circle. Nor does anyone from my circle have relations with anyone in this realm. This meeting is the first between our factions.

“Formally, you may refer to my organization as the Sheng Alliance. We are primarily based out of the Jade Fist, but that will not always be the case. We’ll be spreading out into the other sects as well.”

“Well said. That should appease their concerns about crossing another sphere of influence. Oh, that’s rather lovely,” remarked Locke as Ash took a bite of what tasted a lot like orange chicken. He couldn’t disagree with Locke.

“Ah, thank you,” Ju said with a nod of her head. “We appreciate your candor regarding your backing. One must be careful in these matters.”

“Especially when marriage is involved,” Jia said with a simple nod of her head. “Legal bindings are recognized by both sides of the realm. They must be clear and decisive.”

Apparently, Jia didn’t care for beating around the bush.

Ju only smiled at Jia and tipped her head to the other woman.

“Especially a princess,” Ju added. “Though I’m gratified to know that you’ve already considered the situation from your own side.”

“I think that maybe—”

Ju cleared her throat as Weng spoke and then reached up to pat him on the shoulder.

“Forgive my great-uncle. He manages the auction house and does so very well. He also worries about me and my father dearly,” said Ju, jumping straight into the conversation. “As you’ve already indicated, this is partially to tie myself to you, Ashley Sheng. As the leader of the Sheng Clan and Alliance, you hold great power.

“We did, of course, look into your official clan documents. I don’t think you’d mind having another wife, even if I’m only a citizen.”

As Ju spoke, she faced him directly. Her eyes were warm and inviting.

Wide, like pools.

They fit her face and features almost too perfectly.

“Depends on what kind of… thing… this all is,” Ash murmured. “After what happened at the auction house, it seems like there’s either a divide in the royal family, or it’s gone completely off the rails. For my part of this, before I agreed to anything, I’d like to know more about Hou, what happened, what you’re doing, and how such a thing could occur.”

Ash wasn’t about to let a pretty face and big eyes talk him into anything.

“Ah… yes,” Weng said as Ju let her eyes fall to the plate. From that single interaction, Ash got the impression that Ju was pushing for the marriage, while Weng was handling the family side of things. It definitely seemed as if there was a family issue at the heart of this. “You’re not wrong. There’s a divide in the royal family.

“Peng is… well, he’s a good man. He wants to do what’s best for his citizens and cultivators alike.”

“But he has no spine,” Ju stated when Weng seemed like he wasn’t sure what to say next. “My father is not fit for the throne as he doesn’t have the heart or courage to back up anything he puts into law. I’m sure you’ve personally seen the slippage in enforcing the laws.”

“Yes, someone close to me had their parents killed by a cultivator and nothing happened,” said Ash, thinking of Yue.

“Exactly. My father is a weak-willed man. My older brother would be a better fit on the throne, but Father won’t abdicate,” continued Ju with a small shake of her head. “My father’s younger brother is trying to push for his part of the family to take the throne. We’re not sure if it’s meant for him, or his son, Hou.

“As a result of my father’s tofu-like spine, my uncle has begun turning the ministers, marshals, and servants to his side. We would be looking to bring you into our family through a marriage with me.

“My cousin has already allied himself through marriage to a cultivator family, though they are not nearly as strong as your clan. Or as numerous.

“There are only twenty or so people in that family and their strongest is an Empowered Mortal of the second rank. I believe your Martial Spirit is stronger than that?”

“I am, yes. But that’s also because I can lean on the Hall. It isn’t something we should rely on if we can avoid it. It’s a waste of Qi,” Locke remarked in an offhand way.

“I heard it’s a humanoid Martial Spirit, by the way,” said Ju, pointing two fingers at Ash with her palm upward. It was an odd way to point at him, but it didn’t feel hostile.

In fact, it felt feminine in a way.

“I like how she pointed at you, too,” murmured Locke.

“Yes, she’s humanoid,” Ash confirmed. “So… you’d want the Sheng Clan to marry the royal family as a buffer against your uncle. But that wouldn’t solve the issue with your father, now would it?

“On top of that, would children born of you be part of the royal family or the Sheng Clan? Is it an actual marriage, or a paper partnership and you’d have a lover?”

Ju had opened her mouth when Ash had mentioned her father, then closed it when he got to her having a lover. She turned her head and looked at Weng.

“It wouldn’t solve Peng, no,” muttered Weng after swallowing whatever he’d been chewing. “That… that’ll have to be solved with him abdicating to his son. He’s starting to realize that it needs to be done, but he’s being stubborn. He’s been under the impression that he’d be in charge of the realm since he was a child. The idea that he isn’t suited for it is… hard for him.

“He’ll abdicate though. Or… we’ll be forced to make him abdicate. It isn’t what I want to do, but it’s better than it going to my bastard of a nephew or his son.

“As to your marriage to the princess… any child born of it would depend on their Dantian. If they had one, a Sheng child. If they didn’t, a royal family member citizen. She would never take a lover and… honestly, it would be better if she were never pregnant.”

Ju lifted her chin fractionally at that. It was obvious she didn’t like that answer, but she was accepting it.

“My womb is a weapon that could be pointed toward my brother,” said Ju in a steel-like voice. “I’m not prohibited from bearing children, but I’ve been asked to… avoid it, if possible. Having a lover would create problems as well in the future so I’m forbidden from having one.”

“In other words, the only way she’s getting pregnant is if you make it happen, as you’d have the power to deny her brother. Interesting,” said Locke in an amused sort of way. “This all lines up with my expectations, but also not at the same time.

“This realm’s politics are always so different and interesting. Even when I figure it out and think I know the answer, I can never be fully sure.”

“Well, we can certainly see what you would gain from this,” Jia said with a small gesture toward the two royals. “Though what would the Sheng Clan gain? As the second wife of the Sheng, Jia Sheng, I must protect my family. Mei Sheng would take the skin off my back if I did not protect the family.”

“First, military support,” answered Ju. She looked like she was still quite frustrated over the previous topic, but was warming up to Jia and Ash in general. “That’s an immediate and obvious one. My brother is a smart man and would know that keeping you happy as a cultivator, keeps him on the throne as a citizen. You could never take the throne from him, after all. It’s why my womb is more of a weapon against him, than you are.

“Second to that, your enemies would be our enemies, just as ours are yours. This is a full and true alliance. One made through a bed and by turning the other side into family.

“Third, I would pay you to take my hand in marriage. The price is equivalent to what would have been a dowry on my behalf, but by marrying a cultivator I would remain in the royal family. It wouldn’t be needed.”

“Ah. That all makes sense,” Jia said, sounding rather satisfied with that answer.

“Who are your enemies?” Ash asked, looking from Ju to Weng. “I’d like to know exactly who they are before I agree to anything.

“And before you ask the same question in return, we have no enemies that aren’t singular people. They belong to no groups. The organizations that opposed us are no more by our own actions.

“The individuals in question who are our enemies are cultivators and likely not something you’d need to worry over. Bao Jade and Jing Deng. That’s it.”

Ju and Weng didn’t show any concern to either of those names and merely nodded their heads. Either they had already known or didn’t care.

“We’re enemies of the Apostate Factions, of course. As all Orthodox cultivators and citizens should be,” said Weng with a small hand chop. To him, it was an accepted fact of life that just was.

“We’ve never come across them and probably won’t until we reach the realm of Immortals. That’s the only time I’ve ever heard them mentioned in anything we’ve come across,” offered Locke. “This is likely a ‘party line’ that all kingdom heads are expected to repeat. If they ever appeared in the lower realms the Emperor would just eradicate them.”

“Though there is, of course, my nephew, Tyan-yu Langye. Hou’s father is most certainly an enemy to us at this time, along with all those who serve him,” continued Weng. “Other than that, we have no true enemies at this time. We’re too tied up with this brewing family civil war to be concerned with outsiders. Though once the throne is settled, I imagine we’ll have to begin looking into the noble families. Those who run cities as vassals for us.”

Ash had continued to eat while they spoke. He worked his way through portions of almost everything served and was trying it all. He was regretting not having spent money on such things previously.

It was all incredibly delicious.

Regardless of him having an appetite or not he wanted to start eating more regularly.

“Assuming I agreed,” Ash said after blotting at his mouth with his napkin, “to become your husband, how would we proceed?”

“You’d be legally married to me today,” said Ju. “We would consummate our marriage tonight. My brother has requested that you make use of lightning vine. I was also asked to emphasize that he only requested it.

“Tomorrow, you would be introduced to the royal family as my husband. We would go from my apartments after spending the night together straight to a family gathering. It’s… tradition.”

“That is… very fast. Very, very fast,” warned Locke. “Nothing sounds wrong, however. Just fast.”

“Obviously, that’s fast,” Ju continued, as if hearing Locke speak. “After what happened with Hou, Tyan-yu is moving. I suspect everything is going to happen soon. Very soon.”

Ju took a breath and then let it out in a shaky exhalation. She was clearly nervous now.

“With it all moving so quickly… we… we do need confirmation,” she explained. “That you are who you say you are. That you are a great person who has access to the items you’ve been auctioning.”

Oh, that’s only fair isn’t it?

“I’d want to know if you were who we thought you were if I was trading my vag for it,” Locke said in matter-of-fact way.

Ash pulled out a stack of ten transference papers of various elements and sat them down on the table. Waving a hand at them, he picked up the soup, took a sip, and found he liked it a great deal.

“As an example, here’s ten,” he said, putting the bowl back down. Then he opened up the portal in his middle Dantian. At the same time, he latched onto Locke and began dragging her up and out of his Qi Sea.

Come along, Locke Sheng. Show that pretty face of yours to me.

“Ahhh! Ashley, humanoid Martial Spirits are very rare, let alone actual intelligent ones!” said Locke with concern.

Ash didn’t stop, he kept pulling on her. Right up through his Middle Dantian and out into the world, which caused her to appear right behind him.

“This is Locke Sheng,” Ash said, indicating her standing behind him. “My Martial Spirit. Do you have any other questions for me?”

“None. Though I do hope that you’ll become my husband tonight, as I cannot imagine you allowing us to live after showing us this much,” Ju said, glancing up at Locke. “You’re… not just a Martial Spirit. Are you?”

“I most certainly am not,” Locke said, laying her hands on Ash’s shoulders. She stepped closer to him until she had pressed up to his back. “Though I am indeed his Martial Spirit, I’m much more as well.”

“We’ll accept the alliance and join our clan to yours in marriage,” Ash said, not paying Locke too much attention. “I will sign what paperwork you need and join you this evening. I am already on lightning vine and have been for a while.”

Locke’s left hand moved past Ash and she picked up one of the items that looked like an egg roll. As she stood behind him and ate, her right hand started to softly comb through his hair.

Ju and Weng were watching Locke and seemed far more impressed with her than with the transference papers on the table.

Ash had the feeling that Jia was entirely unsurprised with Locke’s arrival, nor was she concerned.

Maybe they accepted you too easily, after all.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve had more than a few chats with them all. I did mention I can come and go as I please, didn’t I?” Locke asked in his mind. “I’ve spoken with them a number of times now.”

At the same time, he felt her breasts press up against the back of his head. He suddenly had a bad feeling that he’d messed up.

That Locke had made some sort of deal with Jia and the others and he had no say in it.





Eleven




Ash wasn’t sure what to do with himself this morning.

Sitting in the antechamber outside of Ju’s bedroom, he was waiting for her to appear. He’d woken up before her and left, not wanting to linger in her bed any longer.

While he’d slept with her and committed himself, his clan, and his alliance to this marriage, he didn’t have any personal feelings for her. The sex had been pleasant enough, though rather awkward.

Especially given that Locke had been grumbling to herself nearly the entire time. She was upset that the night she’d managed to secure for herself had been given to the princess.

Look. It’s not like I chose her over you.

Had it been a choice, it’d be an easy one. I’d take you to bed in a heartbeat, Locke Sheng.

The quiet muttering in the background of his mind stopped immediately. He got the impression Locke hadn’t even been aware of her audible displeasure.

“Really?” she asked. “You’ve been passive about everything for so long that I find that hard to believe.”

Really. I’d have chosen you over the princess, easily. She means nothing to me at all.

I mean, you were there last night.

It was awkward, no emotions involved, and we barely touched outside of going through with the mechanical act of sex. Would you really call last night fun?

For her or me?

And be honest, you know how I feel. You know what I’m saying right now is the truth.

I was looking forward to being with you.

“I… no. No, I wouldn’t call it fun. And… yes, I knew you were excited,” answered Locke, then sighed loudly. “I’m sorry. I’m not… this isn’t me, I swear. I was never in a stable relationship before. Never married. Never dated longer than a few months. I’ve always been a really free spirit.

“Now that I’m bound and tied to you, I can’t… I’m honestly not even sure if I’m me anymore. That I’m who I was. I’m certain that I died and only a shell of my former self remained.

“That shell was slowly filled in by you and the Qi of this world. I’m Locke… but… I also don’t feel like her either. My memories... her memories... feel like they’re not mine. Like a story being read from a book, rather than something I actually experienced.”

Okay?

And?

Is that a loss? Is it a positive?

Do you want to be her at all?

Do you want to be someone else and just pretend that Locke-Before-Ash, or LBA, didn’t exist?

You can do whatever you want.

As you said… you died.

That means LBA is a choice at this point, since it’s obvious you’re not quite sure how you feel about who LBA was.

“Uh… yeah. You’re right. You’re… absolutely right. LBA is a different person than me. I have her memories but… but I can be someone different if I choose,” Locke said with a great deal of sudden confidence. “She was a ho. A super ho. She chose that lifestyle, had fun, and did everything and everyone that she wanted to do.

“I’m not LBA. I don’t want to spread my body around just because I can. It’s mine. I made it. I got her just the way I want her. She’s me, and I’m her, and LBA is a corpse. A nasty corpse somewhere else that has nothing to do with me.

“Thanks, Ashley. I’m going to make your balls clang together like bells when we’re done with our first night. You’ve had nothing but girls and virgins up to this point. I’m going to rock your bed like the world is ending.”

Great, I look forward to it.

So long as you’re happy, Locke Sheng.

Now… do you feel better? Are you happy?

Leaning back in the chair, Ash folded his hands in his lap. He waited quietly to see what Locke would say.

“Yes,” she said after twenty seconds passed by. “Yes, I feel much better. I’m happy. I’m Locke Sheng. Not… not LBA. Thank you, Ashley. Now… Ju is coming. She seems rushed. Remember, she was forced into this and… probably isn’t happy. Be kind and listen to her.

“Also, she’ll be a bit energetic. Emitting Qi into a non-cultivator does odd things to them. And before you fret over it, you’d have to bed someone constantly, for an entire day, to actually lose any usable Qi.”

The door to Ju’s bedroom opened and Ju came out at a fast walk.

She’d taken several steps before she noticed him.

“Oh,” she said, one hand drifting up to her mouth. “I… thought you’d left.”

“No, I did not, Ju Sheng,” Ash said and gave her a smile. “Or is it Ju Langye? I’m honestly uncertain on how you’ll be addressed.”

“I… am Ju Sheng,” Ju said, the hand at her chin moving down to her dressing gown. Her fingers pulled the edges closed and then retied the belt around her hips. “I am your wife, Ju Sheng, and that is how I will introduce myself to others. Ju Sheng, Princess of the Realm. I am privy to any possessions that you allow me to access and all I own is yours. I will remain with my family, however, as I am not a cultivator.”

“Well, Ju Sheng, can your husband assist you in some way?” Ash asked. “I’ve been waiting here as I didn’t wish to wander around without you. It seemed like a bad idea.

“Nor did I feel… well, I didn’t entirely feel comfortable sleeping next to you. We might be wed, but I unfortunately barely know you.”

Ju blinked several times, then gave him the first genuine smile from her he’d seen in a while.

“Yes, I understand. Thank you for your consideration,” Ju said with a small tilt of her head, as if she were considering something. “Let’s have breakfast together, then ready ourselves. The family gathering is coming up faster than either of us would probably like.”

“Before you ask, no, she could never be a cultivator. Though… we could easily provide her with a slew of martial arts,” Locke said. “It’d… be more than enough for her to be safe so long as it’s only a citizen. Even uncoordinated or idiotic cultivators in the Body Refiner realm might not be enough for her.”

Am I that obvious?

“Only in that you were suddenly concerned for her well-being. It’s your kind and generous heart always at work, my Chosen One.

“At least, you’re no longer being passive. You’ve really started to push forward all on your own. I’m done by the way. I put together an entire packet for her. Since she knows what you can do, it won’t even be a surprise to her.

“The fact that you took this marriage the way you did is proof of that. I know you’re doing this to further the Sheng family and the Sheng Alliance. It’s certainly more drama and problems, but waiting for a year just to return to the sect seems… far too passive, even for you.”

Exactly that.

I’m pushing. I’m finally pushing and this is how I can do that.

Thanks, Locke Sheng, by the way. I appreciate you.




***




Sitting next to Ju, Ash was rather curious about how this whole thing would play out. They were on the royal grounds in the city, which were enclosed by large walls and swarming with royal guards.

Currently, they were in a meeting hall in one of the several gardens on the premises.

From what he could tell, it was as if there were three major factions, seven or eight minor factions, and an entire slew of supporting groups.

The three major factions were rather easy to spot, and Ash had already heard of two.

There was, of course Ju, and her great-uncle’s faction. They thought that the throne should be abdicated and passed down to her brother, the crown prince. A logical successor and correct in the line of succession.

It was just earlier than expected.

The second was the faction of Tian-yu, the king’s younger brother. They were in agreement that the throne should be abdicated by the king, but believed that it should go to either Tian-yu himself or his son, rather than the crown prince.

Ash hadn’t considered it until he’d sat down, but the third faction was somewhat obvious.

It was the king himself and his desire to remain on the throne. He thought there was no reason for him to abdicate and that everything was being blown out of proportion.

Except… given that there are two other factions, each with cultivators now part of their backers, it’s clear the king doesn’t have the power to govern.

If you cannot control a court filled with those who have no power other than what you give them, then you don’t have a spine strong enough for the crown.

This is no different than a family head who can’t keep their people in line, letting them run wild while still being in the family.

Even I, an Outlander, know this.

How could they be this foolish?

“Likely coddled by their parents,” Locke said in an amused tone. “If their parents didn’t do them any favors and blinded them to the truth of the world, then they would likely turn out this way. You had the Sheng family who coddled you, certainly.

“But they did so while also explaining the world and what they were doing. They told you what they expected, but also why, and how it would be different.”

Ash mentally made a note to make sure to spoil his parents even more, if it were possible. He was finding that while he’d only known them for a short number of years, they’d prepared him for a world as well as if they’d known him since birth.

“That’s my father, the king,” Ju said from beside Ash, her hand coming over to rest on his.

Taking the cue, Ash slipped his hand into hers, interweaving his fingers through her own. He held to her hand in a familiar and comfortable way.

Looking towards the back of the familial gathering room, he saw a man entering.

He had an entourage with him that was twenty deep. A number of them were cultivators in the Spirit Refiner rank. Each of them was a peak martial artist, though they looked somewhat older than he expected.

Mm. They must be those who couldn’t break through the bottle-neck of a Refiner. Never able to reach the cultivator’s Mortal realm.

Selling themselves to the highest bidder here in the lower realm.

Turning his head, Ash found Ju looking down at the ground. Her face was bright red and she seemed to be trying to not be seen by anyone.

“You’re showing a public display of affection. I think you forget sometimes how big a deal that is here.”

Realizing that Locke was talking about the fact that Ash was holding Ju’s hand, he gently released her fingers. He did take a moment to lightly stroke the back of her hand. He didn’t want her to think he was releasing her like she was on fire.

At the same time, everyone around them stood up, causing Ash and Ju to stand up as well.

Ash figured it was in acknowledgment of the king’s arrival.

Sitting down in a central seat, the man looked around the room.

It was the first time Ash had gotten a good look at this royal individual.

He looked weak to Ash.

Large in body, small in demeanor, he was easily six-foot-six, with dark-black hair and warm brown eyes. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties and was already starting to gray at his temples.

There wasn’t a feeling of strength or determination around the man. Instead, it felt more like wary apprehension.

Like an animal backed into a corner who was yipping at its aggressors.

Everyone in the room gazed coolly at the seated man as if he were genuinely beneath them.

Every action here feeds back into the situation.

He should have made them all sit before he did. He did it backward.

“Yes. Yes, he did. He has no idea how to handle them.”

“You may all sit,” said the king, to which everyone did so. “I see we have new people here today. Daughter, who is this?”

“My husband, Ash Sheng,” Ju said in an offhand way. She’d decided it would be best to introduce him as Ash, since he preferred to be called Ashley only by family. Then she gestured to the eight people behind them. It was Jia, Tala, Na, Chunhua, Liu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen. “These are his comrades and family members. All part of the Sheng Alliance.”

Each and every one of them were dressed in the same outfits, identical to the gi that Shu and Lifen had worn previously and included the veiled hats. It gave them a look more akin to some type of military unit than just women in a family.

Ash wasn’t sure where they were getting everything, but he was starting to suspect there was far more here. More than he’d suspected and given credit for.

Need to hold you down and figure out what’s going on with those outfits, Locke Sheng.

“Promise?” she purred at him.

“I don’t remember giving you permission to marry,” growled the king. His eyes had narrowed and he was glaring at Ju and Ash both.

“I didn’t ask you for it,” Ju replied with a shrug of her shoulders. Then she pointed with an upturned hand toward a man who appeared to be in his twenties. He looked a great deal like the king, though shorter and considerably leaner. Perhaps half the size of the king, in fact.

Though he shared all the same traits as both Ju and the king, it was clear that this man was probably Ju’s older brother and the crown prince.

“I gave her permission to wed,” said the man without even a hint of an apology in word or tone.

You know, we never got his name, did we?

“No. But to be honest, that’s fine. We can just address him as ‘honored brother’ if we need to.”

“What? And why does your permission matter when mine was not sought at all?” demanded the king.

“Because her womb is a problem for me, not you. Her children would be threats to me, not you,” said the man in an almost conversational tone, and then shrugged his shoulders. “Why would your opinion matter at all? My sister will be a source of power for me, or one of discontent. She needs seek only my permission, not yours.”

Well. That’s certainly just throwing it right in his face, isn’t it?

“I would say so. Though… no one is reacting to this. Apparently, it’s normal to insult the king to his face.”

Everyone was staring blankly at the king. They weren’t really concerned about his reaction or what he would say.

For the most part, Ash had felt that they were more curious about him and who he was, rather than the prince overstepping the king’s boundaries.

“Anyway,” said the crown prince, who then turned his head and looked at Ash. He inclined his head to him and Ju in a respectful way. “I formally welcome the Sheng Clan as in-laws to the royal family. May your marriage be one of peace and love.”

Somewhere around two-thirds of the room turned and bowed their heads to Ash and Ju. The last one-third bobbed their heads in a perfunctory way.

Those people must support Hou and his dad Tyan-yu. They don’t look particularly happy to see us.

“Most definitely not. Though… I’ve been studying several of their people,” said Locke in an odd way. It sounded like she was unsure, curious, and somewhat concerned all at the same time. “They have… Qi inside them that I really cannot identify.”

What d’you mean?

“They have elemental Qi, just like any other cultivator, but they also have Qi that I can’t identify,” Locke muttered. “It has a feel to it that’s almost… like a soul. Like life. I’ve felt it before when we’ve taken lives. Especially those we’ve killed with Qi Chains.

“When we took everything that was them, except for a small part that always floated off. We had no ability to pull or corral it, so it just went way. It has the same feeling as that.”

Errr… are you saying they’re filled with Life-Qi? Or the souls of others?

“I think so? I can’t tell, honestly, since we’ve never experienced it before. That’d be my guess though.”

Kinda like a priest?

“No… not like that. More like a vampire. Or a lich? Something like that. They’re filled with Life-Qi, souls, but not by someone else giving it willingly. They stole it. Took it for their own.”

Ash had no idea what to say to that. It seemed more than a little evil to him.

It was one thing to kill another, but it felt like something altogether different to take their soul entirely.

“—welcome the Sheng clan,” said someone from Tyan-yu’s faction. They were directly across from Ju and Ash. “You’re a cultivator clan?”

“Yes,” Ash said in response. He saw no reason to elaborate other than that.

“Would you care to exchange some pointers?” asked the man with a strange grin. It made Ash feel like the man wanted to do more than that.

“He’s one of those who feel odd to me. Not everyone with them feels like they have Life-Qi in them, only four, in fact.”

“I don’t believe this is the time or place for such a thing,” Ash replied with a dismissive hand wave. “But I’d be happy to entertain it another day.”

“This is a perfect time,” said a man who was seated to the left of the king’s throne. He had a familiar look to Ash. Glancing to the man’s right, Ash saw Hou sitting there. The king’s nephew was glaring at Ash with daggers in his eyes.

Ah, the one who spoke must be Tyan-yu.

“Let’s have a friendly match,” Tyan-yu said, gesturing at the open space between everyone. “A few pointers, as Qin said.”

Ash realized that this was something he couldn’t resist if his own faction wished it. Which meant he needed to defer to others.

First he looked at Ju, who gave him a small smile and tilted her head very fractionally. Toward her brother, in fact.

Looking at the crown prince, Ash held the man’s eyes for several seconds.

The man apparently saw something he was looking for, as he suddenly nodded his head and then looked at Tyan-yu.

“That’ll be fine, Uncle. We’ll have a few matches right here and now,” said the crown prince. “It shouldn’t be an issue. Though I’ll say it now, if anyone is harmed more than a few broken bones, I suspect either side will have hell to pay for it.”

“Perfect,” said Tyan-yu, then waved over at a man to the side. “You’ll go first in these matches.”

Ash looked at the man who had been called forth. He didn’t have the ability to dive into a person the way Locke could, but even Ash felt like the man was strong. He was at least a low-ranked Spirit Refiner.

He gained no insight from Sneaky Peeky either. The box he saw was grey, in fact.

Looks like a reasonably safe opponent.

Great.

Real helpful.

Who would be best to send? Kinda working without much info on this one.

“We’ll have to work on that so you can tap into what I can sense,” murmured Locke. “Send Biyu. Liu, Shu, or Lifen would be more likely to kill than injure. Biyu can control herself.”

“Biyu, take care of this for me,” Ash said, not turning around to look. “Please remember he said only a few broken bones, so no more than three.”

“I understand,” Biyu said and then stepped out of the group. She walked out to the center area and brought her hands up in a neutral fighting stance.

Given what she was wearing, she looked like something out of a fighting game back on Ash’s homeworld.

Biyu’s opponent was a man with a mohawk who was wearing only a vest and pants. He wore no shoes and had no other adornments.

“Gonna break your little hat if you wear it during this,” said the man, gesturing at Biyu’s wide-brimmed hat and veil.

Ash felt like the man wouldn’t be much of a problem for himself, but he wasn’t sure about how Biyu would fare.

“You’ll not touch me. It will be fine,” Biyu said in a firm voice. “Let’s begin so I may return to Master Sheng’s side.”





Twelve




The man laughed at Biyu’s words and then brought his hands up close in front of his chest. Qi began to gather between his palms and bubble up out of his hands.

“Emperor’s S—”

Biyu glided toward the man and punched him in the jaw. Her body lightly spun with the blow, and then she turned back the other way, throwing a punch straight into the spot where the man had been building his Qi.

Her left hand entered the space, opened, and then closed, the Qi dissipating as if she’d snatched it away. It vanished entirely as if it were never there.

“Thanks for the Qi,” Biyu said and then blasted a low kick to the man’s thigh. There was a hideous crack as his leg bent in two.

Taking several steps back as soon as the bone broke, Biyu let her defensive posture fall. There was no further need for her to do anything. The man wouldn’t be able to continue.

Apparently, she feels the same way I do.

No reason to wait for them to finish speaking.

Hit’em in the face while they shout their stupid attack’s name.

“Indeed. Though it’s no surprise that they think you’re way of doing it is right.”

Biyu placed her hands into one another and then bent her head toward her opponent. She said nothing further and walked away, moving back to her position behind Ash.

“Nicely done, Biyu,” Ash whispered as she moved past him.

“Well, that was… quick,” said the crown prince. “I found it amusing. That was most definitely a pointer worth sharing between cultivators, I imagine.

“It would seem one shouldn’t commit to a flashy, and interruptible, move. Even someone with only martial arts would be able to scold a cultivator in this way.”

“That’s quite true. When I trained in the Spark’s Jump sect to open our Dantians, we often committed to only physical martial arts,” Ash agreed with the crown prince. “Should we continue? Or should we stop here? After all, a broken bone isn’t something that can just be sloughed off.”

Ash wasn’t really sure who or what cultivation family was backing up Tyan-yu, so Ash was uncertain of how to push this. Given the fact that they had Qi neither he nor Locke could identify, he was unsure of how far to let this run.

He had the distinct impression that he really shouldn’t let this get out of hand. Likely, he’d be forced to reveal more than he should, or the other cultivation group would be pushed to do that. In either case, there’d probably be many corpses littering the ground right after that.

“Of course not,” Tyan-yu said with a benevolent smile, and held his arms out. “After a single match, we couldn’t just call it over. That’d be too swift.

“I’ll call out another of my people. They’re significantly stronger and more versed in battle.”

The cultivators behind the king were starting to look nervous. Apparently, they hadn’t really considered how dangerous it was having cultivators in other parts of the royal family.

They were clearly now reorganizing their thoughts.

On top of that, the king looked like he now finally understood his position wasn’t actually that of a ruler, but that of a prisoner. He was beholden to both groups, and until one decided to kill him or the other to replace him, he could do little to stop either.

His eyes had drifted over to rest on Ju’s brother and his own uncle, who was sitting not far from the crown prince. Ash didn’t miss it, nor did he mistake the gaze.

The crown prince would only ask him to abdicate, treat him kindly, and likely give him a great deal of freedom. The king’s younger brother, on the other hand, was more likely to kill him after forcing him to abdicate.

And then, he would probably kill the rest of the king’s family just to make sure there wouldn’t be an argument for the throne. Ash couldn’t imagine Tyan-yu letting anyone else live who might be able to lay a future claim to the throne.

Regardless of who they call out, I think Chunhua would be good. She’ll likely show off her sorcery and maybe we can put an end to this.

“Agreed. A logical choice. After that, I’d say Jia or yourself, depending on who they bring up,” said Locke. “If it’s someone using Life-Qi, we can’t afford it to be anyone but you. We can manage whatever happens, but I’m not sure the others could do the same.”

Tyan-yu lifted his arm and directed one of his cultivators forward. This one appeared to be older than the previous, who was now being treated off to the side for his broken leg, though he didn’t look out of the ordinary either.

“No Life-Qi in him, its fine to send Chunhua,” confirmed Locke.

“Sorceress, it’s your time,” said Ash. “Let them understand the futility in this.”

“I understand,” Chunhua said and marched forward. She passed by him on his left and Ash had the distinct feeling of static electricity trailing along behind her.

Going to the center of the area, Chunhua took up a neutral stance just as Biyu had done, though it was clearly something different.

“I recognize that one,” whispered Ju. “The stance.”

Ash only nodded his head to that. He’d dumped the entire training packet that Locke had suggested on her. It’d only dropped her into a light sleep for a few minutes.

Right now, Ju was more akin to a martial arts master without any Qi.

It would take time for her to process everything, and only she could determine the amount of power she’d be able to grasp with it since she’d have to work to integrate it all, but she was no longer without any weapons of her own.

Ju was in charge of something that would directly affect her ability and likely her future.

The man Tyan-yu had called up was standing across from Chunhua. He’d taken up a spot that was considerably further away than the first man had been. His attire and hairstyle were very similar to the first man’s. So much so that it seemed they were also “in uniform” as it were.

Apparently, the lesson had been learned that the Sheng family could easily dispatch with martial arts alone. They looked like they wanted to try something that was different than in-fighting.

Amusingly, that was just perfect for Chunhua.

“You may strike first,” Chunhua said in a growl that sounded like a thundercloud rumbling.

“This would be a good time to remind you that she’s extremely talented. Talent isn’t the end all, be all, but it does allow for rapid growth, a deep understanding of Qi and one’s Dao, and makes level disparity meaningless up to a certain point.

“Right now… that young woman could take on a weak Empowered Mortal and probably win. So… a weak servant of the Realm Lord.”

Holy shit. That’s incredible.

“And a problem for later. We have too much power for the Realm Lord to ignore. Keep that in mind. There won’t be an opportunity for us to stop in our power climb. We must achieve the top.”

The man brought his hands to his hips and then flung them outward to the sides. Extending his arms completely, he leaned backward and yelled something.

A giant, red lightning bolt shot out from the man’s mouth as he suddenly thrust his head forward. The roll and peal of thunder was deafening.

Apparently, Chunhua had been able to tell what the man had been preparing in advance. She’d already been dipping deeply into the elements and that’s what Ash had heard in her words when she passed by.

Chunhua speared the lightning bolt with her hand, causing the Qi-attack to splinter apart completely, leaving into little more than red motes in the air.

Shaking her hand out, Chunhua took a step toward her opponent and thrust forward with her other hand.

A condensed wave of air that was visible to the eye washed forward. It started low to the ground, and then rose up as if it were a wave. Chunhua’s hand movement matched the way the air was behaving as well.

When she slammed her hand downward in a motion like a palm-strike aimed at the ground, the wave of air blasted down onto the man and pinned him to the floor.

Chunhua stood there unmoving, her hand held in a low position. The man’s limbs scrabbled against the floor but he clearly couldn’t escape her attack or grasp. It was like watching a bug attempting to pry its way out from under a finger.

“I believe that is enough, unless you would like more?” Chunhua asked in a tone without malice. It was almost condescending without actually being so.

“Enough,” the man on the ground coughed out.

Chunhua relaxed her hand and then moved back to an at ease position. As if there were nothing wrong at all and she was just standing around.

“I think I underestimated how powerful you and your people are,” Ju said quietly from beside him. “You… you’re at a level that could take power from the Realm Lord, aren’t you? I’ve just joined the royal family to someone who could take over.”

“Sounds like a winning combination to me,” Ash said as Tyan-yu spoke quietly with someone. “A lot of good could be done for the realm if both sides of the government were in lockstep.”

Chunhua’s veiled face turned toward him as her opponent shuffled back to where he came from. It was obvious she was looking for direction.

Practically leaping out of his seat, Ash waved Chunhua back to her own position.

“Excellently done, my Sorceress,” Ash said quietly as she passed him.

Taking the spot Chunhua had been standing in at the center of the area Ash put his hands behind his back.

“Well! Should I assume that concludes the pointers you wished to exchange? I’m sure there were other matters that the family wished to discuss today,” said Ash. He was very concerned about pushing this encounter too far.

“Oh, now that we’re a bit closer, I can say with certainty that they’re indeed using Life-Qi, the souls of people, as a power source,” Locke said. “It’s… quite repulsive to use such a pure Qi in this way. Not to mention, it makes me wonder what would happen to said soul for their next rebirth cycle. Does using them like that truly end them?”

Ash barely managed to check the frown that wanted to appear on his face.

Looking at the king, Tyan-yu, and Weng, Ash hoped that this would be over for the time being. He couldn’t see it going any better from here if it continued.

“I’d like to spar,” said a man who looked very different from the two who had come up already. He had dark-brown hair that was interspersed here and there with gray. His eyes had a hard cast to them and Ash had the impression that the man very much wanted to kill him. “With you, Ash Sheng. Clan leader against clan leader.”

“I’m afraid that my skills aren’t conducive to sparring,” Ash said apologetically. This was his last chance to put the brakes on this.

“That weak, huh?” said the man in a low tone as he moved to the center area with Ash.

“Filled to the brim with Life-Qi, this man is clearly not someone we should be playing with,” warned Locke.

“No, not that weak. That deadly. I’m afraid that I can’t spar as most of my skills are quite lethal. Even in sect tournaments, I’ve accidentally slain my foes,” explained Ash honestly. It was the truth as far as he was concerned.

“Ah, don’t worry about it, young one, I think you’re underestimating your senior here,” said the man. “I’m certain there won’t be an issue. Let’s have that spar and see what happens.”

Ash clicked his tongue, shook his head, and then sighed.

“As you like. Just… everyone please remember this moment. I tried to stop this, to halt it,” Ash requested of everyone watching. “Remember this moment when everything goes terribly wrong and that I tried to stop it. I take no fault for this man’s maiming or death in this spar, as I was perfectly happy to not spar.”

Ash called on his abilities and brought them to the fore.

He already had an inkling that this man was likely a mid-level Empowered Mortal, but he used Sneaky Peeky just to make sure.

Immediately, a red box appeared and unrolled itself.

What would you like your tombstone to say?

Smiling, Ash felt rather confident.

In understanding his Dao, and partly his middle Dantian, Ash was now fairly confident in himself.

He could easily handle a Spirit Refiner regardless of their level. An Empowered Mortal would cause him issues, and a peak level Empowered Mortal would require Ash to be completely on his game.

An Enlightened Mortal would be too much for him, but there was always the possibility of winning if he leaned heavily on his Dao.

When you control the momentum of a thing, you control that thing.

“You may lead the spar,” Ash said and then brought his hands up in front of himself. He took a small step to the side to keep him body at an angled advance on his opponent.

Ash dove into his Dao headfirst and let it take him over as the other man closed in on him quickly.

Or at least, Ash saw him closing in quickly through his Dao.

The world of sand had materialized almost instantly. It was exactly as it was last time, though it seemed more stable and less chaotic. It was already showing Ash what would be coming in the next handful of seconds.

Darting in, the man swung a punch at Ash’s face, put a second one towards his liver, and then a kick with his left foot at Ash’s knee. An attack that was fast, like a snake striking.

A Qi-empowered assault that left a haze in the air as the man passed through it.

Ash moved his head to the left, his right hand capturing his opponent’s own. Then Ash gently laid his left hand on the man’s right shoulder.

Redirecting the energy of the punch back at the man.

Taking a step back, Ash brought the bottom of his foot up and neatly caught the man’s liver punch with the bottom of his boot, and pushed off it.

It gave Ash an easy chance to use the momentum of the punch to bounce two steps away.

Casually as could be, Ash connected the two chains to his waist and looked at his opponent.

The man’s shoulder was twisted in a way that made it look like it’d been dislocated or broken. His left hand was grabbing at it and he looked very surprised by what had just happened.

“Shall we stop?” Ash asked even as the image of the man in the world of his Dao began to charge him again after putting his right arm back into position.

This time, he was using his left arm to start a combo. A green snake with fiery eyes was wrapped around his fist and coiled all the way up to his shoulder. His feet were completely wreathed in flaming wolves. Their mouths were wide open in a howl at the front of his boots.

The Qi that Ash was draining away had a strange feel to it.

It was extremely potent, but also had what felt like a taint.

As if he were drinking water from a fresh spring that had a layer of slime over the top.

“I’m ejecting most of the Qi we’re getting from him. It’s all Life-Qi and not something I think we want. It would tarnish the purity of our Qi,” Locke warned.

The attack the man launched wasn’t something Ash could casually catch this time. He needed to redirect it without actually taking it head on.

Ash stepped directly into the man’s reach, putting him practically right up against his chest. With his left hand, Ash struck the man’s elbow with an open palm and rotated his right shoulder backward.

Then he launched a Spring Step empowered blow directly into the middle of the man’s diaphragm. Ash put his entire body into the punch, rotating his hips and shoulders to do so.

With a whump, the man was knocked a handful of steps backward, coming to a stop with his hand resting on his middle.

Except it was his right hand, as his left arm wasn’t usable. His elbow was bent the wrong way and looked quite grotesque. His hand and fingers were flexing in a weird way.

“I think this would be a good time to stop. Lest permanent injury occur,” said Ash, calmly attaching the new chains to his body.

The older man bent his elbow back into place as if it were nothing at all. In fact, even his dislocated shoulder seemed to not bother him anymore.

His ability to shrug off debilitating injuries was abnormal.

Once more, he charged forward right at Ash.

The vision of the future showed Ash a flurry of Qi-enhanced strikes, one after another. Some that streaked toward his head, many at his torso and stomach, and even those that went for his legs.

Ash met each one and simply blocked them, turned them aside, or dodged them outright. His wrists and forearms did most of the work in this defensive strategy.

He was hoping to show that the man couldn’t beat him regardless of how he tried. Each and every block merely added another chain to Ash’s collection.

The power flowing into him was on a near ridiculous level now.

Eventually, the man leapt away and put some distance between himself and Ash. He glared once again.

He looked at Ash as if he were considering how to proceed. Clearly, he wanted to continue this course of action, but it was obvious that he couldn’t do so without looking bad to everyone else here.

Ash could see the man stand there, glaring at him in both the present and the future.

Then suddenly, he made a gesture to the others off to the side who he’d been with before. He drew his arm back and made a massive overhand throw toward the crown prince.

Clearly, he was planning to attack the man.

Diving forward, Ash got right up in the man’s face, only a foot away.

In doing so, he’d broken the flow of the future. Breaking apart what the man would have done if Ash had just stood there.

“Shall we continue?” Ash asked, opening his hand and summoning his Qi which he shaped into a pair of butterfly swords. He casually moved one to his other hand and held them both ready.

He already knew what this man was about and what he was willing to do in the spur of the moment. He could just as easily attack as he might back down.

The man stared at Ash, his future self doing the same.

Then the man lashed out with an attack that Ash couldn’t really understand. It looked like just a barrage of Qi from his palms that would obliterate the area and whatever was behind Ash.

Taking a step to the side, Ash put his back to the area where the rest of the man’s people waited, including Tyan-yu. Once more, Ash broke the future plans of the man.

Staring at one another, Ash and the man did nothing.

Finally, the future changed one last time.

The man put his hands together in a salute, bowed his head, and went back to his group. Apparently, Ash had done enough to cow the man into letting things end.

Standing there, Ash just waited for the moment to happen.

Until it did, he wouldn’t be backing down.

Then the man did as the future vision had shown. He saluted, bowed his head, and left the center.

Finally.
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The man who had clearly demonstrated a willingness to attack the crown prince, as well as the audience who would be behind Ash, walked off toward the side.

Ash finally felt some weight lift off his shoulders.

He’d managed to put the brakes on everything and the worst possible situations had been dodged. Ash would have to be careful to make sure this wouldn’t blow up later.

To him, it felt like he’d just barely skirted away from the edge of a knife.

We should learn more about him. Clearly, there’s something very wrong here and— 

Just as Ash was about to dismiss his Qi weapons, his chains, as well as his Dao, he saw the man he’d been fighting against turn and attack. A torrent of Qi energy shot across the room and blasted into the king, and then Ju’s great-uncle.

Before Ash could even react, the man had already attacked.

Life-Qi scorched the air and struck the king in the middle of his chest. A second after hitting him, the king was mostly vaporized. The attack left behind only his head and shoulders, and everything below his stomach.

The middle of his body simply ceased to exist.

Turning his hand with the attack, the beam of Life-Qi began to drag and slash its way through those who supported the king. It also began to cut into those who supported the crown prince.

Ash threw out a wall of solid Qi from his palm. It had a triangle attached to the back of it so that it would remain upright even if struck. The whole thing was angled slightly backward.

A second before his impromptu shield landed, Ju’s great-uncle was obliterated. His head, most of his shoulders and one arm became nothing at all.

Then the beam struck Ash’s wall and was deflected upward.

At the same time that this was going on, Ash opened up a portal in his middle Dantian. He was betting on the fact that he’d need everything and everyone, including Locke.

Biyu and Liu jumped to the sides of Ash and readied themselves. Jia stood next to Ju, along with Chunhua.

Na and Tala had dashed away to line up on each side of the crown prince.

They were protecting their faction and its leaders.

If this was an all-out attack, the Sheng Alliance would need people to lean on in the aftermath. Especially now that the king was already dead.

Locke burst free from the portal and came into being in the center of the room next to the Qi wall.

The beam had already stopped for one reason or another and the enemy was assembling. Their people arranged themselves in what almost looked like a formation.

They’ve practiced this.

They likely didn’t expect it to happen today, but they practiced for it regardless. We only accelerated things by showing up when we did.

“Seems like it!” Locke shouted as she dove into the ranks of those who supported Tyan-yu. She immediately began engaging with the closest cultivator.

At the same time, those cultivators who’d been supporting the late king also joined in. The whole thing was now a two-versus-one faction battle.

From what Ash could see, it wasn’t going to be easy for them. They had people to protect and only had a handful of people.

Tyan-yu and Hou were already retreating from the room, leaving only their combatants behind.

“Na, Tala, take Ju and the crown prince out of here. Liu, Biyu, provide them with support,” ordered Ash. “Jia, Chunhua, with me, we’re after Tyan-yu and Hou.

“Locke? Do whatever you think is best, I trust you. Just make sure you keep one of those people alive for questioning.”

He didn’t need to emphasize “those people” very hard for her to likely know what he meant. They needed to know who these Life-Qi users were and what they were up to.

Realizing that he wasn’t sure how much of the inherent assistance Locke provided would be available, now that she was out in the real world, Ash tried to call up an arrow to chase after Tyan-yu. He imagined he could follow the man with Qi sensing, but having the arrow to guide him would help.

From nowhere, the arrow he was hoping for appeared. It was guiding him out a different door than the one where Tyan-yu had exited.

Ash didn’t question it, he instead turned and began sprinting in the direction of the arrow. He wouldn’t doubt Locke or her dedication to him.

Except the arrow was pointing to what appeared to be a wall.

Fine. I’ll just… pretend I’m a big, strong fool with a name like Vince and—

Ash lost his train of thought as he came right up to the wall.

Pushing off with both feet using Spring Step, Ash reinforced his arms and raised them in front of his face. Covering his face, he closed his eyes and turned his head.

He didn’t stop moving.

Going through the wall with the speed and force he had behind him, Ash blew it apart. He sent fragments of boards, caulk, and what looked like nails or pegs flying.

Exiting out the other side, Ash could see Hou rushing down a path. The arrow was pointing in a similar direction, though just a bit to the right.

Which meant Tyan-yu was now separated from his son.

“Jia, go after Hou. Bind him and bring him back,” Ash said and pointed at the young man while starting to run toward Tyan-yu. “Chunhua, with me, we’re after Tyan-yu.”

There were two agreements to his words, but Ash didn’t catch what they actually said. He was entirely focused on ending this here and now.

Ahead of him, he could see a large number of men wearing armor, holding spears, and looking very curiously at Ash.

“Tyan-yu Langye has killed the king!” Ash shouted at the top of his lungs, pointing at the man in question. “Tyan-yu has killed his brother and his uncle! Stop the traitor!”

A Qi-backed shout was very loud, Ash found in that moment.

Even the echo that came back to him felt like someone was shouting almost inside of his head. It was obvious that all the guards around the mansion had heard it as well.

Quite a few had their hands to the sides of their heads, as if the shout had been too much. Others were starting to stumble in one direction or another.

There was a third group, however, who were a surprise to Ash.

Royal guards had begun attacking other guards, not hesitating to immediately stab them with their weapons.

Very much planned out in advance.

Damn it all.

Rushing through the suddenly murderous royal guards, Ash didn’t pay them any mind. He didn’t have the time or the luxury to worry about them.

He needed to run Tyan-yu down, here and now.

If the man managed to escape, it’d cause a number of problems later.

It would be much easier to execute a traitor now than it would be to handle a rebellious leader later. Giving them any time at all would allow them the chance to build and consolidate.

“Chunhua, don’t wait on me if you can catch him,” Ash said, even as he sprinted hard. He was activating Spring Step with almost every single footfall, trying to boost himself onward.

A sudden whooshing sound came to life behind him. It was so loud that it felt like his ears were going to bleed.

Then Ash was launched up into the air.

Or more accurately, carried up into the air.

Chunhua had her arms beneath him and was rapidly ascending into the sky. They moved fast and quickly gained altitude.

“Just in case this fails and something happens,” Chunhua shouted over the sound of the wind, “I really like having sex! Thank you for everything!”

Fucking death flags.

Why do they all throw death flags around as easily as one might marshmallows?

Before Ash could respond, Chunhua spun to one side and arched her back. They both began to spear toward the ground at incredible speed.

Ash even saw Tyan-yu right before they simply crashed into the ground beside him.

An upwelling of earth had cushioned them with a bed of soft dirt. It absorbed almost all of the force of the impact before shrinking into the ground.

Before Ash could process what’d happened, Chunhua had released him and raced off after Tyan-yu. The man had managed to make it considerably farther than Ash had expected.

Must be using some type of item or ability. He didn’t seem to have any Qi inside him though. Nor did he have a Dantian.

Getting up from the clearly magically-made dirt bed, Ash set off after the two of them.

Up ahead, he could see Tyan-yu slip past a group of cultivators and royal guards. They’d made a small gap for the man to get through.

“I’ll handle them and catch up, keep after him!” commanded Ash.

Chunhua jumped up with a twirling motion. Her uniform fluttered around her as she streaked through the air. Elemental Qi of various types trailed after her as she buzzed along like a firework.

Ash needed to put himself between her and those who wanted to stop them from chasing Tyan-yu. If he couldn’t, they’d just run after her.

Pushing six or seven times the normal amount of Qi into his legs, Ash jumped forward and activated Spring Step.

Like something out of a silly superhero movie, he traveled a great distance into the air. Going right over the top of all those would-be pursuers, he landed on the other side.

Stumbling several steps, Ash spun around and swept his arm out.

A fan of Qi Chains lashed out from him. Multiple black balls sliced through the air and hit people.

Ash flung out his other arm and launched a second set of the Qi-attacks.

He quickly brushed his hands against his chest and attached all the new chains there. They were added to the existing ones from the spar.

Speaking of, that man must have quite the reserve of Qi. I’ve been pulling on him this whole time and he’s acting like it’s nothing more than a mosquito bothering him.

Apparently, the drain I’m putting on him is insignificant compared to his overall capacity.

All the royal guards that the Qi Chains had latched onto suddenly dropped to the ground. Only for them to die a second later.

Citizens had so little Qi in them, it was more akin to blowing out a candle. There was no way for them to resist the drain of his Qi Chains.

Even as the guards hit the ground, seven cultivators moved forward to go for Ash.

Several of them threw Qi-based ranged attacks while the other four moved in for close combat. There wouldn’t be much Ash could do as he actually needed to keep them here so Chunhua could stay after Tyan-yu.

The flow of this particular scuffle was hectic and fast due to the variety of actions being forth by the different individuals.

It was all chaos to Ash.

Taking the first ranged attack to reach him, he simply redirected it at the closest cultivator. For the second attack, he did the same to the next cultivator.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t really focus on the third ranged attack as the other two cultivators who rushed him were now too close. They were demanding his attention with their fists and feet.

Intercepting one fist at the forearm, Ash stepped to the side and dodged low, ducking under a ball of fire with a phantom fist in the middle of it.

Weaving back the other way, Ash came up under a kick and slammed his elbow into the groin of the cultivator.

Grabbing the back of the man as he hunched over his likely-shattered family jewels, Ash pulled him in front of himself.

Several ranged Qi-attacks slammed into the man. He screamed and then try to jerk away from Ash’s hands, even as more attacks struck him.

When it seemed that the ranged attacks were done, and that the other cultivators were closing in once again, Ash shoved his human shield at the closest would-be attacker.

Attaching all the chains that he’d gained, Ash threw out another wave of them at his foes. He couldn’t help but notice they were considerably larger this time.

It seemed that as his Qi drain grew, the amount of Qi he could throw into the attacks also grew.

In his head, he could only call it exponential so long as his opponents had Qi to give him.  It was something that could continue as long as Ash wished it.

I’m a perpetual motion machine.

Momentum machine.

And I’m looking at this wrong. This isn’t six or seven pieces of momentum. It’s just… one large one.

One that isn’t on a single axis but can swing in different ways and at different speeds. Like… those desk toys that spin around and around with different orbits.

Or how the engine of a car can be cycling really high, despite being in a relatively low state of movement, yet it’s still one piece together.

As soon as Ash thought the words, there was a crunching noise from his Qi Sea, followed by an immediate and drastic shift in his middle Dantian.

He didn’t have to look to know that his Dao had grown.

That in recognizing multiple individual things with their own momentum could make up a larger machine with its own momentum, his control had grown.

At that moment, he could feel the momentum of this battle and its individual components.

Then in the next moment, Ash felt that the battle he was in was only part of a larger one that was ongoing throughout Xing city.

Then the county.

And the realm as a whole.

This was an attack on the king and his realm to take it over. The momentum from this event was far greater than he’d given it credit for.

Unfortunately, Ash had no control over the realm.

Not the county, or even the city.

His reach extended to those he could touch at the moment.

The momentum he could influence was the battle he was in. This was his point of control.

But… if I was to be seated at a point where I could control the Sheng Alliance, likely Sheng Street, could I affect the momentum of the entire alliance?

How deeply does my Dao go?

Is it limited by the amount of Qi I have?

So many questions and no way to get actual answers.

Let’s see what we can do.

Ash took all the excess Qi he was receiving through the chains and dumped it directly into his Dao. His Dao filled up with everything he was receiving that he couldn’t actively hold.

There was a deep clunking noise, followed by his sense of the world of a few seconds from now reeling out endlessly. The longer it went into the future, the deeper the demands on the Qi went.

Until Ash could see an entire minute ahead.

Where he could see that he’d defeated all the cultivators who’d arranged themselves against him. They were all dead or down. Then, Ash had taken off after Chunhua and Tyan-yu.

But he was too late.

Tyan-yu had activated some type of treasure and killed Chunhua outright, and then fled into the city. Leaving no trace of himself behind.

Ash wasn’t about to let that happen.

Not to his sorceress of extreme talent.

Ripping away the Qi he’d been feeding into his Dao, Ash did something different. He reversed the direction of the Qi he was receiving and slipped in a small needle-like attack from his Dao.

The last time he’d done something like this, he’d needed physical contact.

This time, he used their own Qi against them.

Ash felt it when the Qi Chains fell away at the exact same time that their lower Dantian was crippled. Their Qi Seas spilled free in a wild torrent after his attacks had struck true.

Not waiting, he turned and dumped half of his entire Qi Sea into Spring Step, then launched himself into the air. He’d aimed himself in the direction that he believed he needed to go, even though he had no way to be certain.

Rapidly gaining height, Ash was able to look towards the point where he’d seen Chunhua lay dead. Thankfully, neither she nor Tyan-yu had reached the point yet.

Orienting himself even as he flew through the air, Ash prepared for his landing and aimed for the place where Chunhua would die.

When he hit the ground, he felt the tiles beneath his feet crack and shatter. However, there didn’t seem to be any damage to his feet, legs, or hips. Everything felt entirely normal.

“It’s the constant pull of Qi. Normally, this happens much later to cultivators, but your body is very Qi strengthened,” Locke said to his unspoken thoughts. “Happens when you sleep. I gather up most of it for the Hall and myself, but some of it’s still going to reach you, and seep into you. Nothing to worry about. It’s a benefit.”

Ash smirked at that and felt a great deal of relief. If Locke was already back in his head, that meant she’d cleaned up and handled everything that was going on where this had all kicked off.

“Yes, it’s all done. I’m rather pleased to see you were worried about me. Your loyal wife has done all that you asked of her. I captured two of their number, though I wasn’t able to take their leader into captivity.

“He… blew himself up. Literally. He took in all his Qi and forcefully pushed it out through his Meridians and Dantian in a fraction of a second. It was very messy.”

Tyan-yu came around the side of a planter in the next moment. He was fiddling with what looked like an iron tube with a dragon’s mouth on the end of it.

His focus was entirely split between the object in his hands and behind him, so he didn’t notice Ash at all.

At least, right up until he practically ran into him.

Snatching the item from Tyan-yu’s hands, Ash backhanded the man, sending him to the ground. Hitting the stones, Tyan-yu rolled twice, and then laid on the tiles.

He was moaning, shuddering, and acting as if he’d just fallen from the sky.

“To be fair, you just broke his jaw and dislodged several teeth. That wasn’t a gentle slap you gave him.”

Whatever.

He would have killed Chunhua.

The sorceress he’d just thought about came around the corner in the next instant. Her hat and veil had somehow remained atop her head, though the veil was parted and folded backward.

Her eyes found Tyan-yu, then Ash, and a wide smile spread across her face.

Ash returned the smile and moved to join her.

They’d need to run down Jia next and see how things had gone with Hou, then double back to where Ju and the crown prince might be.

This was by no means over.
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Finding Jia and Hou proved to be somewhat difficult.

They’d apparently ended up running into Xing city proper and were now somewhere in the streets. Dodging city guards and cultivators alike.

There wasn’t anything he could do to catch up to them, they were well and truly out of his sight.

Ju and the crown prince were much easier to locate, thankfully.

He’d been able to speak with several royal guards who knew what’d happened to them all.

Apparently, the crown prince and Ju had been secured in a warehouse not too far away. Ash’s people were currently acting as guards.

Arriving at said warehouse, Ash felt better immediately. Na and Tala were standing in front of the warehouse. He imagined that Liu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen were somewhere nearby, or inside said warehouse.

Seeing everyone standing around confidently, he felt like things were at least going well here. Even though they hadn’t been able to save the king, they’d still saved part of the royal family.

Ash dropped Tyan-yu down in front of Na and nodded his head at her.

“Chunhua is trying to find Jia and Hou,” he explained. “We ran down Tyan-yu. This is him. He’s alive and can be put on trial for what his people did.”

Tala sniffed and then pulled her sword down off her shoulder. She lightly prodded the tip against Tyan-yu’s side. There was no response from the man.

“How hard did you hit him, Ashley?” Tala asked in a curious tone. “Even my elegant self and my… aggressive… tendencies would have been gentler.”

“He would have killed Chunhua,” Ash said simply with a shrug of his shoulders. “I was angry.”

“Ah, yes, that would make sense,” agreed Na, tilting her head to one side. “Locke was far more impressive than I had believed previously, by the way. Terrifying and dreadful. I enjoyed watching her work.

“Will I need to convey that to her later, or will she know this by you knowing this?”

“No need to convey it later,” said Ash with a smirk. “And yes, Locke is… very unique.”

Tala wrinkled her nose at that and lifted her sword back up, resting it on her shoulder once more. It fit quite well and she tended to prefer it there.

Forgot to get her new sword and give it to her.

“We have a whole task list of things to complete,” agreed Locke. “By the way, you just admitted to them that I know what’s going on. Including when you sleep with them. Let’s hope they don’t figure that part out.

“Or… maybe let’s hope they do figure it out and don’t visit you as often. Yes, that’d be better.”

“I like her, but also don’t like her. I feel like she’s a threat to my elegant self,” Tala said with a firm shake of her head. “But I suppose we’re well since past caring about how many women are around or with you. So long as I have a part of you to myself.”

“Master Sheng does as he pleases, that includes whoever pleases him,” Na said with a chop of her hand and a firm stare for Tala. When she looked back at Ash there was clearly a meaning in her words that she wouldn’t allow any further conversation. “What… should we do next? With the king dead, as well as Weng, that means Hu is now the king.”

Wait, his name is Hu?

You have no idea how hard it is to not break into a ‘Who’s the king?’ type of comedy routine.

“Childish,” admonished Locke with a click of her tongue.

“The simplest answer is the easiest one,” Ash said while making a dismissive hand gesture. “It isn’t our concern. We are cultivators. We defended our relatives and now must step back. This isn’t a situation where we should weigh in on how to proceed.

“This is up to the government. They must decide how to proceed and what to do next. The realm is separated between government and cultivator, we must respect that division and work to keep it.

“As cultivators, we must uphold government rules, but we’re more beholden to the Realm Lord than the king. There’s a reason for that and we’ll not go against it.”

“That seems very reasonable,” said Tala with a slow nod. “It removes us from the problem outside of what we allow. It also gives us a chance to step back if need.”

“Indeed,” Na said simply, followed by a sharp hand gesture. “I will inform Hu that we have secured the immediate area and that we are awaiting his instructions. He can tell us how he’d like to proceed from there, as you’ve stated.”

“Great,” Ash said with sincere gratitude. He didn’t want to deal with the royal family. “I’ll go check over the bodies. See if I can’t figure anything out.

“That attack they killed the king with was fairly incredible. I’ve honestly never seen anything like it. It was like the attack simply erased whatever it touched.”

“I will go with you,” stated Tala. “It would be unwise if you were to move about by yourself. On top of that, my elegant self is considered a bodyguard for you by my own volition. It would be incorrect for me to not be with you.”

“Right, let’s go then. Na, thank you for handling this. I didn’t really want to,” Ash admitted to the Handmaiden. She nodded to him with a small smile.

Ash nodded in return and then started walking off, back toward where the family meeting had occurred.

Tala began walking next to him on his right. Her big sword casually rested on her shoulder as her eyes—and ears, really—scanned their surroundings.

“You know, I bought an entire lot at the auction when I visited it. It includes a sword that I wanted to give to you,” Ash mentioned as they walked along. “I still need to pick it up from the auction house, though. Everything kind of went to hell after I bought it. The events that happened around that lot of weapons is what kicked all this off.”

With a soft snort followed by a chuckle, Tala glanced at him.

“You’re telling me that because you wanted to buy me a sword, you started a royal family civil war?” asked the large rabbit-eared woman. “You cause waves with every action. If ever there was a person that could be compared to a large boulder being dropped into a still lake, it would be you. You cultivate chaos in your every action.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that in thought.

“I don’t know about that,” he said after a few seconds. “I just tend to force things into action or inaction, to put them into their proper momentum.”

There was no response from Tala to that.

They continued on in silence for some time.

Eventually, they reached the meeting hall where everything had happened, and Ash saw a number of royal guards inspecting the area. They were slowly combing through the bodies while also looking very alert and on guard.

They noticed Ash and Tala moving toward them and immediately reacted. Pointing spears and swords at them, the guards clearly contemplated rushing them.

Ash held his hands up, making sure to look like he meant no harm. There was the very real likelihood that these guards were loyal to the king, and therefore his son.

“I’m Ash Sheng, recently married to Princess Ju Langye,” Ash said, coming to a stop ten feet away from the guards. “I was there when Hou’s men killed the king and his uncle. My people were able to rescue Ju and Hu. They’re safely secured nearby.”

Relief flashed over the faces of the guards, their weapons lowering slightly. They clearly didn’t want to fight Ash and were quite happy to hear his words.

“They’re secured in a warehouse,” Ash said, pointing back the way they’d come. “Just a few minutes’ walk that way. My people are still guarding them even as we speak.”

Next to him, Tala shook her head and let out a sigh. There was something wrong with his words that she really didn’t like.

“I will… lead you to them,” Tala said to the guards. “You’ll need to begin protecting your new king, after all, and without myself or Ashley there, you would be suspected as being a traitor. I’ve already killed a number of royal guards who dared to raise their weapons to the new king or his sister.”

Ah, that’s a good point. There’s a lot more going on here.

I keep forgetting.

“Yes. Yes, you do. That’s alright. You have people like Na, Jia, and Mei around you for that,” Locke assured him.

Not you?

“Most definitely not me. I have my own troubles and issues dealing with you, your abilities, and the Hall. My plate is quite full, thank you, my Chosen One.”

“Thank you,” said the guard to Tala. The man’s helmeted head turned to someone else and he made a hand signal.

In very short order, all the guards who’d been guarding the hall and the bodies inside rounded themselves up. They formed a column that looked ready to march or immediately break into a fight at a moment’s notice.

“Please, take us to our king,” said the guard at the front. It was obvious he was some type of leader of the group, though Ash couldn’t distinguish any outward difference in him from the others.

“I’ll have Locke assist me,” Ash murmured, catching Tala’s eyes with his own.

There was immediate relief visible from Tala at those words. She didn’t respond to his comment but instead started walking back the way they came.

The guards trooped past Ash, following Tala as she led them.

Dismissing them all from his thoughts, Ash went to the meeting hall and entered.

Glancing around the room, it looked nothing like how he remembered. He began to slowly walk around the room, taking stock of everything that he could see.

He only spent a few minutes doing it, but he felt better for it. There was more to see, and yet less as well. He couldn’t really see anything immediately out of the ordinary.

“Such a mess,” whispered Ash to himself.

In the next instant, Locke appeared beside him.

“I was a bit rough with the room, I admit,” she said with a shrug of her right shoulder while putting her left hand on her hip. “So far as I can tell… nothing’s changed since I finished up here.”

“Mm, I’m not really concerned. That’s more of the royal family’s issue than mine,” Ash said, walking over to the corpse of the king.

What was left of his upper half was face down on the ground in front of his own boots. The lower half had remained seated on the chair, as if nothing were the matter at all.

Crouching down, Ash fingered the clothes out of the way and looked at the wound that’d been made.

It was a strange thing to Ash as he looked at it.

The flesh looked to him like it’d been hit by a laser. The edges were clearly seared and burnt, but had been made in a very neat, clean line.

“While I have no real experience with a ‘laser’ outside of your thoughts and memories, it looks like this was made by a very hot fire that was directed into a small area. A lot like focusing light through a magnifying glass,” said Locke, standing over Ash.

“Similar enough,” muttered Ash and then shook his head. “This was that Life-Qi, wasn’t it? He used that as fuel to power this attack.”

“Yes. He tried to use it on me several times, but as I was expecting him to attack me, I deflected it easily. You could do the same with your condensed Qi alone, as you already demonstrated,” Locke explained. “Realistically, this is more useful as a surprise attack than anything else. Not so much in an actual fight.”

Ash grunted at that and then ran a finger along the wood of the chair where the king had been seated. He poked at it with his fingertip.

The surface crumbled away like ash or charcoal at the slightest touch. However, the wood underneath didn’t seem to have any problems whatsoever.

He could clearly see the wood grain beneath the burnt layer and it looked completely intact. As if it hadn’t been struck at all.

“Right, we’ll have to figure out some way to warn our people about this… Life-Qi,” mumbled Ash as he turned to look at Locke. “While anyone could, of course, attempt a surprise attack, this one seemed particularly powerful.

“A touch was all it took to absolutely destroy anything it landed upon. That’s a very dangerous thing that could be launched at any time.”

“Warning the others shouldn’t be too difficult, but I have no answer for you at this time regarding what this actually was,” Locke said, giving him a dashing smile. “I’ll work on it since I have test subjects I can utilize as well.

“Those two I captured… well, I left their Life-Qi with them. I didn’t want to utilize it in the Hall or for myself. Nor did I want to just disperse it, since I wasn’t sure of our needs.

“I can just test on them while torturing them for information. I mean, we do need to learn more about them after all. This’ll solve multiple problems at the same time.”

Ash felt queasy at the idea of torturing people, but then realized he was being stupid.  Realistically, while they were people, they were also his enemy.

They deserved none of his morality and in this veil, at this time, morals were a weakness he couldn’t afford.

The dead could preserve their morals, but he could buy his way out of hell and soothe his conscience at a later time. Something to worry about in his free time and not when trying to simply survive.

“Great, do that,” Ash confirmed with a nod of his head. “Did you manage to get any good loot off of them? Or the leader?

“I imagine you took his body as well, since I don’t see it. He was rather powerful, so I can’t imagine he didn’t have a storage ring on his person.”

“He did. Honestly, I’m still sorting through its contents when I have time. I’ve been rather busy and there’s only one of me,” apologized Locke with a flip of one hand that ended with her fingers pointing at herself. Ash couldn’t deny the motion looked cute. “Besides, the world can only handle one of me.

“Let alone you. You can barely handle any of me, can you, Ashley Sheng, my Chosen One?”

Locke took a step toward him with her final words and halved their distance. He was suddenly reminded of just how beautiful she was.

“Indeed,” he said and then cleared his throat. “So, nothing notable so far from his storage ring? Or the others?”

“No, not yet. I’ll work on it, don’t you worry. Just busy,” Locke murmured, her eyes holding tight to his own.

Then she made a soft noise that sounded a lot like a sigh. She turned her head and looked toward a doorway.

“We’ll be joined shortly by what feels like a member of the royal guard. I sense no killing intent or hostility from them. I’ll go back to the Hall and get to work for now,” said Locke, and then she simply vanished.

Putting his hands behind his back, Ash turned to the door and then waited quietly. He saw no reason not to make it known that he was aware this person was coming.

Ten seconds passed and a royal guard came through the doorway. He was dressed exactly as Ash had seen most of them and nothing out of the ordinary stood out about him.

The helmeted head was entirely focused on Ash.

“Honorable family-member to Langye,” said the guard, who then gave him a salute with his left hand in a fist pressed to his chest. “I have been tasked to request your presence to please join the royal family, if you’re available. He wanted to convey that this truly was only a request of you as his brother-in-law.

“The esteemed king, Hu Langye, will be holding court in the main family room of the royal mansion and has asked that you please attend him and provide him with your experience and expertise.”

In other words, make sure that he remains safe while working to shore up whatever the problem is with his court and council.

That doesn’t seem like much of a problem.

“Of course. Though I would ask, where are my companions? Did they travel with my brother-in-law? Are they with my wife?” Ash asked, tilting his head to one side.

While the request to attend the king was reasonable and he saw no reason to decline it, he certainly wouldn’t be going there without everyone else.

“They did indeed travel with his majesty to the royal mansion,” confirmed the guard, with a short nod of his head. “Your wife asked that your companions remain with them at least until they arrived at their current location.

“She was very concerned that the… the traitors inside the royal guard itself would attack them. Which I cannot say I fault her for. It’s a valid concern.”

“Very well. I’ll, of course, join Hu at the royal manse shortly,” said Ash. “Though, may I ask if he’s given any instructions to the royal guard yet? His council? Has he dispatched any messengers?”

“Only one, honorable family-member. A missive to the Realm Lord stating that there would be a period of unrest while the government reconsolidates around him due to his father’s unexpected death,” explained the guard.

Hm.

That’s a good point and rightfully the first letter that should be sent. Letting the other half of the governing body of this realm know that there is currently a change-over in progress.

I hadn’t even considered it, but it makes perfect sense.

Certainly why I’d never be a good leader.

“Go, I’ll catch up shortly. I know the way,” lied Ash. He’d be relying on Locke to help him find the way. He just didn’t want the guard tagging along with him if he decided to move faster than a normal citizen could keep up with.

“Of course. Thank you. I will relay your intent to his majesty,” said the guard who then fled. Leaving Ash alone with corpses in a broken room.

Taking in a slow breath, Ash then let it out, taking a final look around.

For some reason, he felt like this was more than just a change in government.

This was something far more insidious and was part of a much greater problem than he currently could grasp. More was waiting for him, so to speak, just around the bend.

Lying in wait for him.

“Remember this moment, Ashley Sheng, because this is probably where it all goes to shit,” Ash said to himself, then shook his head and left.
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Ash had left the meeting hall shortly afterward and proceeded to make his way to the royal mansion. Given its size, it was hard to miss regardless of where you were on the royal family grounds.

To the point that he hadn’t needed to ask Locke for assistance and left her to her work. He knew that she was diligently doing her best on his behalf at this moment.

There was no reason to trouble her with something so insignificant when he could literally see one of the several chimneys sticking up into the skyline.

Walking along a path that appeared to lead right up to a side door of the mansion, Ash kept his hands behind his back and a watchful eye on his surroundings. He had seen signs of a disturbance in many places.

There were pools of blood, broken weapons or armor, and even a number of corpses.

It was obvious that this rebellion was still ongoing and the victor wasn’t quite settled. The question still remained as to who would rise up. 

Ash could feel close to twenty people up ahead of him. They were just out of sight at a bend in the path. Right before he’d reach the door to the mansion, in fact.

A great deal of killing intent was emanating from them, but it felt hollow. Almost as if it was coming from a small child rather than a cultivator.

In the next moment, Ash realized why he felt that way.

They were just royal guards without a hint of Qi in them. Empowered through enhanced weaponry and armor, but without any actual power in their bodies other than what their muscles provided.

Nor did it feel as if that hostility was directed at Ash personally, but at everyone in general.

They weren’t going to be a problem for him, nor were they in a large enough number to prevent him from escaping if they attempted to be one.

Walking into their field of view, Ash was already looking in their direction. He stared them down even as they locked eyes with him.

He didn’t change his pace, nor did he deviate from his path.

Instead, he gazed at them as if he were passingly curious and little more. They meant next to nothing to him and didn’t merit a more studious inspection.

As a tiger or a lion might look at trees as they padded by on their way to find something to kill and eat.

“H-halt,” said one of the guards in a semi-firm voice. “Please identify yourself.”

Well, they aren’t the royal guard for nothing.

Father was nothing more than a city guard in a similar position.

If he has the courage to speak up to me, I’ll give him the dignity of a response.

“Ash Sheng, husband to Ju Langye. Or I suppose Ju Sheng, depending on how you look at it, though I think her maiden name holds more importance to you,” said Ash to the man who had spoken. “The king has requested my presence.”

“Ah, yes. We were informed. Thank you, Lord Sheng,” said the guard who had challenged him.

Lord Sheng? That’s curious.

“To be fair, while we both know your power is that of a middling Mortal Refiner, you can easily go toe-to-toe with an Empowered Mortal,” Locke said in an offhand way. “So the title isn’t far off, I suppose. You know, given that the Realm Lord is probably a stagnated peak Empowered Mortal or a crippled Enlightened Mortal, that is.

“Though they’re really more referring to the fact that you’re married to… well… the crown princess. If Hu dies, she’ll become the queen of the realm. That’d be rather interesting for a cultivator to become the consort of a queen.”

Ash tipped his head to the guards and then opened the door and entered the mansion. He didn’t really have time to spare. He was sure Hu would ask him to do something and there’d likely be a time frame attached to it.

If he were in the new king’s position, Ash would most definitely make use of all available resources. Regardless of how long they’d been in the family or not.

Almost before he even closed the door, Ash was approached by what looked like a familial servant in the royal colors. He had very generic features, and was someone who would blend in quite well in any setting.

“Ah, Lord Sheng, please follow me,” said the young man with a deep bow. “I will take you directly to his majesty.”

“Lead the way,” Ash said with a smile and a gesture of his hand.

The young man turned and began to move quickly toward a closed door on the far side of the room. He pulled the door open and stood to the side, waiting out of sight and then bowed his head to Ashley.

Putting his hands behind his back once again, Ash entered the new room. 

He found himself in what looked like it had once been a large living room.

Clearly everything had been hastily pulled out of the room and it had been rearranged. It was now fitted with several large tables, a great many chairs, and one larger chair at one end of the room with nothing beside it other than a small table on the right side. 

Ah yes, because royal dignity must be separated from the rest.

King Hu was seated in the chair. He looked very uncomfortable, though he did manage to also look dignified and royal. Behind him were a number of cultivators. A couple looked like they might be the ones who had assisted the man’s father, but there were also others Ash hadn’t seen before.

He got the feeling that they were likely strong for their levels, but no match for Ash or his group.

Lining the walls were several royal guards who were watching everyone carefully.

At one of the tables closest to Hu, Ju was seated, and with her were Na, Tala, Liu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen.

Neither Chunhua nor Jia were visible as far as he could see. That didn’t mean anything was wrong, just that they were still running Hou down.

Many of the chairs were taken up by what looked like local noble families, merchants, and other people he couldn’t quite place. The well-to-do of Xing city or those who likely could influence things.

In the corner of the room, his head and hands locked in a portable stockade, knelt Tyan-yu. One of his eyes was swollen shut and it looked like that side of his face was swelling up.

I bet he wouldn’t shut up until someone slapped him until he lost a tooth.

Or… another tooth, I guess.

“Ah! Brother!” said Hu, practically leaping out of his chair. Before anyone could say or do anything, Hu quickly closed in on Ash.

“Your majesty,” Ash said with a respectfully deep bow of his head. “I came as soon as I finished up my investigation so that I could be of assistance to you.”

“Yes, yes,” Hu said, coming right up to Ash. He wrapped an arm around Ash and began pulling him directly toward Ju and her table.

Tala, who had been sitting next to Ju, said something to Shu who sat next to her. Shu then slid down the bench, followed by Tala doing the same.

The space that was opened up next to Ju was clearly intended for Ash.

“I must confess, I have a favor I have to ask of you. A royal mission of great importance,” Hu said, leading Ash to the recently vacated seat.

Taking the hint, and deciding to add a bit of visible character development to the situation, Ash sat down next to Ju, and then slid his hand into hers. He quickly intertwined his fingers through hers, then leaned over and kissed the beautiful princess directly on the lips. Lingering for only a second.

Ju’s hand had frozen in his, the woman clearly surprised at his action. By the time he’d gone in for the kiss, she’d leaned back into him to return the kiss quite warmly, having recovered her mental faculties and clearly realizing what he was attempting to do.

It made it considerably easier for him that she’d done so. He didn’t doubt for an instant every eye had been on him as he’d kissed the princess.

There would be no end to the talk around town that there was more than just a piece of paper that joined the Sheng and Langye households. Which was what they needed right now.

This was an opportunity for Ash to forge something that would further propel his family, his alliance, and his goals. He could propel them much higher and far faster with the help of the lower realm’s king than he could on his own. 

Sitting back in a normal position in his seat, Ash looked at Hu.

“Of course, your majesty. What can I do for you?” Ash asked.

“I need you to leave for the Imperial City. The city of Langye itself. As soon as you can, as fast as you can,” Hu said with a sad smile. “I fear that the family members I have there will be under duress soon.

“If I don’t miss my guess, the royal guards in the capital will likely be split as evenly, if not more so, than they were here. Divided between myself and the family of that traitorous bastard in the corner there.

“I would normally ask you to wait until we’ve gotten all the information out of him, but he isn’t talking yet. I don’t think he’ll talk easily or quickly, either. So I must ask you to go ahead as my vanguard. I hate to ask this of you as you’ve just arrived and only seated yourself, but this really is of the utmost importance.”

Hm. Having me seated next to Ju was all to show everyone that I was family, then he moved straight on to the request, despite it being an immediate request.

This all makes sense.

Sending me to secure the other parts of his family works in more ways than one.

He’s sending a powerful ally, his brother-in-law, and someone who he can trust to speak in his voice. As well as someone who could get there faster than news could, I imagine.

“If we pushed ourselves, supplemented with some basic pills, and were willing to go through some rather serious inconvenience, yes. We could outrun a messenger bird, horseback rider, or runner.

“I’ll leave immediately,” Ash said and then looked at Ju. “Is that well with you, wife?”

Blinking several times, Ju hid her surprise quite well at being asked her opinion.

“I’d be very relieved if you could go and do this, Husband,” Ju said with a smile. “I worry for my mother, younger siblings, nieces, and nephews. They’re all there and have no idea of what’s happened.”

Ash nodded his head, then started to lean toward the princess again.

This time she beat him to it and had already leaned into him. Her hand came up and cupped his jaw as she kissed him for several seconds before she released him.

“Go with my blessing and warm wishes for your safe return,” she murmured and gave him another smile.

Rather than respond, Ash got to his feet and looked at Hu.

Behind him, the rest of his group got up as well. Their arms and armor clattered as it all settled into place. It was followed by what sounded like fabric shifting around. Ash wanted to turn around to see what that was about, but he didn’t want to look away from the king.

“They’re making sure their hats and veils are firmly in place,” answered Locke.

“Thank you, Brother. I honestly hoped you would say yes, so I prepared this for you,” Hu said and then held out a document case to him.

“Scanned,” Locke chirped. “There’s a letter to you in the case that describes more of what he would like you to do. Apparently, his family is a concern, but not the primary one.

“He didn’t want to say it aloud, but his primary concern is the treasury. If someone from Hou’s faction gets to the treasury before someone from his own then it’s likely he’ll lose the throne.

“If you can’t pay soldiers, guards, clerks, ministers, and everyone else, then they won’t stay. So you’re essentially his only chance to get to the treasury before Hou’s people can. You will very much need to outrun any and all types of communication.

“He included his seal as the king of the lower realm. You hold a great deal of power by having it in your possession.”

Great.

Well, this is my boulder to shove uphill.

Let’s hope it doesn’t run me over in my endeavor.

I’ll take Na and Tala with me.

We’ll leave Liu, Biyu, Shu, and Lifen here to look after our collective interests, as well as my parents. I’m sure there will be more chaos here than anyone suspects.

Hopefully, Chunhua and Jia can catch up to me at Langye once they finish up.

We’ll grab those weapons from the auction house on the way out. I’ll show off that fancy seal Hu gave me.

Ash took the case, flung it into the Hall, and bowed his head to Hu.

Then left.




***




Running full out, Ash, Tala, and Na sprinted down the road toward the Imperial City. Given that it was paved, maintained, and free of interruptions, there was no reason not to race along it.

It’d guide them the entire way there without them needing to consult a map or a guide for anything. They were able to move at the maximum speed available to them.

Tala and Ash ran in a similar style while Na ran in that silly head-down way that many of the cultivators in the veil did. They were all moving with great speed, however.

“Something coming up behind us. The speed of it is quite high. It’s also throwing off a great deal of Qi and— oh, never mind. It’s just Jia riding a wave summoned by Chunhua,” remarked Locke in a weird way. “It looks like Chunhua summoned the wave and Jia captured it with her Water Qi affinity and made it hers.

“Infused it with her Qi and… and now they’re riding it. How very curious.”

Riding it?

“More or less. Chunhua is basically swimming along inside a very fast moving wave of water,” Locke explained. “Doesn’t look very comfortable, honestly.”

Ash came to a complete stop and turned around, looking back the way they’d come.

Distantly, he could see the wave coming for them. It crashed along the road in a never-ending movement, as if it were made by a wave machine.

Na and Tala both joined him, standing at either side of him.

“It’s Jia and Chunhua,” Ash panted heavily.

After running for an entire day without rest, he was feeling pretty winded. Winded and tired of relying on pills and elixirs to keep himself moving.

“Oh,” Tala got out, her hands on one hip and her sword hilt.

Her new sword hilt.

Tala seemed quite happy with it and often held onto the hilt or the pommel in a casual way.

“Heh. No sense in wasting that wave of hers,” said Ash, looking first at Tala, then Na. “If they caught up to us this quickly, it’s likely moving much faster than our speed.

“So let’s let it happen. We’re going to let that wave crash right over us and take us with it.”

Before either woman could say something, Ash expelled Qi out from his hands and willed it into shape. Forming a sphere, he encased himself, Tala, and Na in it, and then pressed them in close, to try and conserve his Qi. 

Ash grabbed ahold of Na and Tala both.

“Well, I don’t mind you using this as an excuse to touch my elegant self,” said Tala in an amused voice, “but I dislike that you used it as a means to touch another, as well.”

“She’s almost here. Brace yourself, she’s not slowing down at all,” warned Locke.

Several seconds later, Ash felt the wave slam into the ball of Qi.

It lifted it easily right off the ground, causing Ash to feel a moment of complete weightlessness. There was also the sound of rushing water all around them.

“She’s stabilized you. You can open the front quarter of the sphere. Might want to get them both in here, as well,” advised Locke.

Ash did as instructed and opened the front quarter of the sphere.

He had a sudden view of the road rushing under them and the scenery spinning past on either side. They were indeed moving very fast.

“Get in here!” Ash shouted over the sound of the crashing water.

Reaching down, he laid his palms on the bottom of the sphere and began adding more Qi to it. He expanded it until it could comfortably fit five people.

At the same time, Chunhua and Jia both tumbled in.

They were the very definition of waterlogged from head to toe. Water streamed down from their clothes, hair and everywhere else that it could.

To the point that Ash made a small hole at the back for it to drain out. There was enough pressure and momentum that the drain worked well, but he did worry that water might seep back in at some point.

“That is a lot better,” said Jia, standing up out of the crouch that she’d been in. “And honestly, it is a lot easier to control all that water from here. It was getting a little mind-numbing trying to tread water and move that entire wave at the same time.

“Much easier to just balance a Qi sphere like this. Reminds me of the test we took together before we joined the sect, Ashley.”

Chunhua sighed and reached up to push at the mess of wet tangles that was her hair.

“I shall never look at water or bathing the same way, but it did what we needed it to,” she said with a shake of her head. “We caught up to you. I regret to say that we didn’t catch Hou. He’s still at large and likely heading for the Imperial City, as well.”

“That’s fine,” Ash said with a small shake of his head and then sat down in the partially water-filled sphere. He didn’t care and he’d dry in time, since it was warm out. “We’ll catch him eventually and push our family to the top with this. I’m just happy you’re both safe and well.

“Regardless of that, this is a perfect situation. Couldn’t have asked for a better opportunity to make things happen for us. The Sheng will rise. All we have to do is play our part and play it well.”

“As it should, Master,” Na confirmed instantly. “All will see its rise to prominence. We’ll not be restricted to the lowest realm either.”

“Well said,” agreed Locke.





Sixteen




“How do you want to enter?” Jia asked in a tired, worn voice.

For the last day, they’d been traveling along the road by wave. Moving at an incredible pace that had taken a three-day journey on a fast horse, or five with a carriage, and turned it into two days total.

It had forced Chunhua and Jia to swap back and forth on who was controlling the wave so the other could rest, but it’d happened. Their travel speed had been incredible to say the least.

“I’m not sure,” Ash admitted. “We need to get to the palace as quickly as possible. Except if we enter with a great deal of fanfare, or… you know, riding a wave, it’ll bring attention to us.

“But if we did arrive by wave, it’d make it that much easier to assert our authority. I’m very torn on which to choose, if I’m being perfectly honest. I can see the value of going in loud and dumb but—”

“Never mind. We are going in by wave, straight to the palace. We will enter exactly as I would expect someone arriving with this mission to enter,” Jia declared and interrupted Ash. “I am going to retreat to the Hall and take a nap once this is over, as I do not think I will be able to stand once I let this go.”

“Okay,” Ash said simply. He wasn’t going to argue with her when she likely understood the cultural situation better than he did. “I trust you, Jia Sheng the Bound. Thank you for your hard work, and please rest well. I need you.”

Right now, Chunhua was currently asleep in the Hall.

Na and Tala were there as well, though they were likely only relaxing.

There’d been no need for them to all remain in the sphere as it was only making everyone feel cramped. Locke had quickly suggested they join her in the Hall quite, to which they all agreed.

Ash had remained in the Qi sphere just in case he needed to act in any way. Either on the sphere or something else.

That and he didn’t feel like it would be good for him to not be with whoever was controlling their means of travel.

It wouldn’t be fair in his eyes.

While Ash had been thinking about all this, Jia hadn’t been inactive.

His words apparently had an effect on her as she seemed to be considerably more active now.

She’d stood up straighter and then raised her hands to the level of her shoulders. She spread her feet apart and the sound of the water around them began to grow in volume.

Ash noticed that they were also starting to rise into the air. As if the wave was growing in size as it rolled along.

In that moment, Ash felt the momentum of it all shifting. The water was building energy and storing it even as it rose upward.

Dipping ever so gently into his Dao—trying to not drain his Qi Sea—Ash began to guide the momentum of the wave. He pushed it to greater heights without the need for more effort from Jia.

“Ashley, are you doing that?” Jia asked suddenly in a slightly nervous voice.

“Indeed, I am,” he murmured as he felt the wave they were riding slowly come under his control and away from Jia’s. “My Dao is that of momentum, after all, and what is a wave if not a display of just that? We shall build our energy and then crash.”

The weight of the wave felt heavier by the second as Ash continued to guide it. He pushed it to further grow and expand by taking into itself all the free Qi around just to reach that goal.

The entirety of the wave transformed from Water Qi into pure Qi instead.

Something that would disperse as soon as he released it, in fact.

In seconds, Ash could feel they were at a good height and needed to go no higher. From this point, they would land upon the front door of the palace itself if he let the wave crash the moment they reached the walls of the Imperial City.

The wave would break upon the walls, the face of the wave demolishing itself upon it. The tube of the wave would deposit the Qi sphere right where Ash wished it and the peak would splash Qi everywhere beyond the palace and into the gardens that surrounded it.

“To the Hall with you, my dear Jia Sheng,” commanded Ash and sent Jia there.

Ash then reached down and brought the Qi he’d used to make the sphere back into himself. Forming it into bricks and storing them all in the Hall.

A stray thought struck Ash that at this point, he must have a lot of Qi bricks in the Hall. He often just made them to store whenever he was bored and had more Qi than he could reasonably hold.

“Quite a few, my Chosen One. You could make a considerable wall of them. It’s quite an arsenal if you think about it,” Locke told him even as the wave struck the walls of the city. Terrified screams began to ring out from all quarters of the Imperial City. “You could just hand one of those bricks to any cultivator and they could absorb it for whatever use they wished. It’s pure, after all.

“If we weren’t so good at taking in free floating Qi, we could use them ourselves but… your ability to drain the area around you is significant now.

“Though… I wonder if we could start trading the bricks as currency. Could we make our own spirit stones? Ha. Sheng spirit bricks. Or our own type of currency. A single brick is probably worth a hundred stones or so.

“I bet I could cut them into coins and the like. Can I experiment, my Chosen One?”

Do as you will, Locke Sheng, they’re your possessions as well as mine. Are they not?

Ash was feeling quite powerful as he watched his wave of power falling toward the palace. As if there was nothing that could stand in his way and that all should know and understand his coming.

In that moment, he realized he was being swept away in the momentum of the situation.

“I… okay, Ashley. I’ll remember that. Thank you… thank you for saying it so clearly to me,” murmured Locke in a very demure voice that was quite unlike her.

A demure and pleased voice.

Folding his arms, Ash lifted his chin, spread his feet apart, and prepared for the impact.

Then the wave of Qi slammed down into the space just before the entrance of the palace, depositing Ash dead center into the exact spot he wished to be.

The monstrous wave of Qi washed over everything, through everyone that was around, and dissipated into the environment without a pause. As if it’d never been there.

Before Ash could say anything, Na, Tala, and Chunhua appeared around him.

Na and Chunhua were in their veiled appearance, though Tala was dressed as she always was.

A split second later, Locke joined them, dressed in the same way as Na and Chunhua. Only Jia remained in the Hall.

“Greetings, I am Ashley Sheng,” Ash said to the royal guards who were all now pointing spears at him. He’d thought about what he needed to say to get his point across. It’d be harsher than he wished, but he needed for others to know the situation quickly. It would be easier for him to act that way.

“I’ve come at the behest of Hu Langye,” he continued. “The new king of the lower realm. I bear the seal of his majesty as well as a letter of announcement, a death certificate for his father, the late king, and a demand for the royal guard to submit to inquiry. There are traitors amongst their number and I must speak with the commander as soon as possible. Additionally, close all the gates to the Imperial City. No one in, no one out. Should anyone attempt to break that order, kill them.

“Next, please summon the dowager queen as I must discuss this with her at length, I imagine. Her son is now the king and there were succession issues already. While I wouldn’t want her to find this out through a messenger of a messenger, I’m afraid this is the most expedient way to make my needs known.”

As he spoke, Ash summoned the seal of the king and held it out in front of himself.

This item wasn’t a simple signet ring as Ash had originally suspected, but an actual item that he’d never would have thought of.

It was solid gold, a foot tall, three inches square, and held the seal of the king on the bottom. It was pressed into wax seals and would confer the will of the king on whatever it was set to.

To hold it was to hold the power of the king.

Several royal guards left in a rush, likely to get their superiors as well as to inform the queen—now the dowager queen—of what Ash had said. This was news that would spread quickly.

Ash sent the seal back into the Hall. He didn’t want to stand there and hold the gaudy, heavy thing as if it were a gift for someone.

Putting his hands behind his back, Ash decided he could wait quietly here. There was no need for him to force anything at all.

Due to Jia and Chunhua’s actions, they’d more than likely arrived before anyone else. There was no guarantee of that, but Ash felt fairly certain.

The idea of someone moving faster than them seemed ludicrous to him. He wasn’t about to dismiss the possibility, however.

That’d be foolish.

Ash smirked to himself at the thought as he felt the currents of Qi around him. The way it rolled through the area and swirled around the guards, yet entered cultivators so easily.

There were a few guards who he noticed that were taking in trace amounts of Qi. While most of it went past them like a water moving around a rock, there were a few streams that entered them.

As if they were able to absorb a tiny portion.

Undersized Dantian?

Ability?

Their gear?

Something to test and poke at later, I suppose. It’d be interesting to figure that one out. If it was equipment, that’d make sense. It’d have to power itself from somewhere, obviously.

Especially if the owner themselves couldn’t provide it to the item.

A guard who’d rushed off was now coming back at the same rapid speed. Running right toward Ash, he made a curious sight.

Na stepped in front of Ash and flung her hand to the side, a spear made of jade manifesting in her hand. She stood before him as a guard would and was prepared to fight.

Looking closely at the uniform she was wearing, he saw that plates seemed to have been sewn into the clothes. There were also other things that might provide additional benefits.

It really is more like a military uniform.

An enchanted one with many hidden benefits.

The royal guard clearly realized he was posing a threat with his speed and slowed to a jog. He stopped at a respectable distance away from Na and Ash.

“Lord Sheng, the qu—dowager queen will, of course, see you. May I escort you there?” asked the guard.

“Yes, and while you’re at it, please send whomever is in charge of the royal guard in the Imperial City there as well,” Ash said with a small dip of his head to the guard. “I will need to speak with him and make appropriate arrangements, obviously, given that there are traitors in the ranks.”

“It is already being done, Lord Sheng,” said a different guard, who was one of the individuals who hadn’t run off and had instead remained in position.

“Wonderful, then lead the way,” Ash said to the guard acting as a guide.

Only waiting for a moment, the guide began to move off at a light jog.

Ash strolled casually along behind the man. He was in no rush at this moment and he wasn’t about to be hurried around by a royal guard.

That just wouldn’t do for someone holding the seal of the king.

Na slid into a position on Ash’s left, while Tala went to his right. Chunhua and Locke fell in behind him. All four were moving at the same speed he was.

“I do like watching from behind,” murmured Locke suddenly. “I can see why Mei and Jia look so often.”

Tala made a noise that sounded like she’d choked on her own spit and Na nearly tripped over her own jade spear. Ash wasn’t sure, but he guessed it was those two reactions that caused Locke to start chuckling behind him.

“You’re not wrong,” agreed Chunhua.

“I mean, it’s not like I don’t look at you all, too,” countered Ash. “So that’s perfectly valid. How’s Jia?”

“Already asleep,” Locke replied. “Though she did speak with her brother for a moment. And speaking of that. Remember when I said there might have been an oopsie?

“There was totally an oopsie, but Ehrinis doesn’t know it yet. Give it a few weeks, though, and she’ll find out. That’ll be an interesting conversation later down the road. Though it will make it more fun for Tai to try and bug Jia later.”

“Ehrinis is pregnant?” Na asked in an incredulous voice.

“Well, shit,” grumbled Tala.

“We’ll have to tell her immediately,” Chunhua added. “So she can decide what to do before it gets any further.”

“My, my,” Locke said in a curious way. “I didn’t realize you’d all become so friendly with her. I promise I’ll tell her and Tai when I go back. They can talk about it and plan what to do from there.”

Ash was surprised as well. He knew they’d all been in the Hall and, of course, that’s where Ehrinis was, but he hadn’t figured that they’d all become so close to her.

The royal guard had finally noticed they weren’t rushing after him and came to a full stop. Standing off to one side on the path, he waited.

When Ash and company reached him, he began to walk again, though this time at a more sedate pace. Each step looked measured and taken with determination. As if he’d suddenly turned on whatever switch that allowed him to rely on his training.

A minute or two later and Ash was brought into a large room that was very similar to the meeting room where the previous king had died.

Seated on the throne was a woman who looked nothing at all like Ju or Hu. She was in her late-middle years with dark-brown hair and dark eyes. The frown on her face was nearly a scowl.

Ash looked at the guard and dismissed him with a hand wave, then fully entered the meeting room. He was followed by his party who spread out around him after entering, with Locke closing the door behind them.

Throughout the room were a number of people who looked like servants, familial servants, and even slaves with a brand upon their face. They were all apparently waiting on their mistress to make a command.

There was also a number of royal guards spread through the room.

Without looking, Ash easily identified someone who was clearly a spy for whoever these Life-Qi users were. A servant off to one side had a good sized chunk of Life-Qi in him, though they didn’t look the part of a cultivator otherwise.

“Good…uh... actually, I don’t even honestly know what time of day it is,” Ash said with a long, guttural sigh. “We’ve been on the road from Xing city since the king was killed, do forgive me for likely looking worse for wear. We rushed here with all due haste.”

“How dare you speak to me in such a way,” growled the woman. “I am the queen of the lower realm and you will show respect to me.”

Ah. Well, this won’t go very well.

Pity. It would seem I’ll need to restrict my mother-in-law.

“I’m afraid you’re not the queen and I suggest you remember this moment and think before you speak further,” Ash said and then produced the seal of the king and held it aloft. “You’re now the dowager queen, or queen mother if you prefer, and you no longer hold any power at all.

“The king is Hu Langye and the queen is whoever he is wed to, if he is wed. The crown princess is now Ju Langye, my wife, and I come bearing the seal of the king and his word and writ.

“If you’re going to behave like this, I’ll just have you locked in your rooms until your son arrives. I don’t want to deal with you while I’m trying to root out a rotten element in the royal guard.”

The entire time he’d been speaking, the dowager queen had been growing redder and redder in the face. As if she were slowly becoming a cherry rather than a person.

“I am the queen!” shouted the woman. “You are beholden to me, you oafish thug and—”

Na flashed forward and held her spear out. The tip of it was placed against the dowager queen’s throat.

“You live for the reason that you are his mother-in-law,” growled Na in a Qi-infused voice. One that was enough to cow the royal guard near the queen.

We’ll have to let Hu know that there are those in his employ who lack a spine.

“As a Bride of Sheng, I will not allow you to insult him or his presence,” Na continued. “You will speak calmly, woman, or you won’t speak at all.

“You are no queen, nor are you a royal any longer. You’re not a Langye any longer as your husband is dead. Your only connection to the family is your son, and he has sent us on his behalf. Best you wake up to the reality you are set in.”

“No,” whispered the woman. “This wasn’t what I was promised. You said I’d be in charge.”

Reacting without thinking, Ash threw out a wall of condensed Qi between the queen and the servant holding the Life-Qi. Then he began rushing straight toward them.

Yank them into the Hall as soon as you can! Strip them of anything and look for poison!

Had Ash been even a second slower, the beam of Life-Qi that’d been directed at the queen would’ve struck her. Instead, it hit the barrier Ash had created and was deflected upward into the beams.

The servant looked surprised at the deflected attack even as the Life-Qi inside them ran out. Then their face turned to look at Ash as he drew closer.

With a flutter of hair, the man vanished.

“Got him,” Locke said aloud from somewhere behind him. As soon as the man was gone, Ash came to a stop. “Oh, he had a great deal of poison on him. Do you think he would have taken it himself? I’ve removed everything, of course.”

And probably stuck him in that impromptu jail of yours, didn’t you?

“Of course,” replied Locke.

Ash turned around and faced the queen who was watching him with wide eyes.

Sunlight came down through the large hole in the roof that’d been neatly seared through it.

“Let’s discuss what you were promised, Mother,” Ash said in a cold tone. “Because I think… maybe… you were involved in this. You were part of the plot that killed your husband and would have killed your children.

“And the act of filicide is just something… something that sticks in my craw, ya know?”

Na grabbed the queen by the shoulder, yanked her out of the throne, and cast her down at the foot of it. Then she stepped on the woman’s back and leaned partially into her, causing her to groan.

Ash took a seat on the throne, set the seal down beside himself, and sighed.

“So… let’s begin,” he said quietly, already not liking his role in this very much.





Seventeen




“First, we need to change the audience,” Ash said and then looked at everyone else present. There were far too many people here to casually question the queen without revealing what they learned.

“I can seal the area with Qi and prevent outsiders from hearing, like Master Li-Yong did,” Locke offered. “Or you just send everyone away. I would suggest the latter, as it would hide my ability to silence an area.”

“Everyone, leave,” Ash said decisively. “Royal guards, guard the doors from the outside. Let no one enter, except the commander of the royal guard. Gather up everyone who was in the queen’s household. Servants, slaves, employees, family, everyone. We’ll need to question them all as well.”

There was an immediate response from everyone present.

It was a mad scramble to get out of the room with alacrity. No one wanted to be in here it seemed and less so for anyone who might be attached to the queen.

All those in the room who weren’t royal guards were also being quickly rounded up. They’d no doubt be taken elsewhere and sat down to await their fate.

It only took a minute or two, but everyone was gone quickly. This left the queen alone with Ash and his people.

“Now, we’ll begin with the obvious question,” Ash said, looking down at the once queen. “Who promised you these things? Who’s the opposing party here that set up the death of the king?”

“I don’t know who they are. I only knew Wen,” grumbled the woman beneath Na’s boot. She didn’t seem to be resisting in any way. She lay there meekly, unmoving. “I only ever communicated with the servant you… you killed. That was Wen. He was my point of contact with the group. He never told me who they were or their names or anything.”

Ash raised his eyebrows at that admission.

“Are you stupid?” asked Tala as if she been absolutely dumbfounded. “You were working with a group of people who you didn’t even know? Not only didn’t know, but their names? Their faces?

“How could you even figure out what their agendas were? If they weren’t going to just kill you after they dealt with your husband? For all you knew, they were going to turn you into a puppet as soon as you’d done as they’d asked!”

“I could’ve handled them,” groused the queen. “They have no real power that I didn’t give them. Without me, they couldn’t have even gotten close to the king and I could’ve just as easily had the royal security forces run them down.”

“Foolish,” muttered Chunhua. “Foolish and prideful. She doesn’t even realize how bad this situation is. She seems to think this is perhaps nothing more than a squabble between noble families.”

“I’m afraid this is far more than something you could’ve handled,” said Ash, looking at the queen’s face. She wasn’t meeting his eyes, but she was clearly listening. “You were working with cultivators. Not citizens.

“If you didn’t notice it… Wen tried to kill you with a Qi-attack. Once they realized you were exposed and could provide some information, they deemed you a risk. I wouldn’t doubt for an instant that this Wen would have turned around and killed himself if he couldn’t escape after that.”

“No, that was clearly an—”

Na leaned forward, putting more weight on the woman’s back, causing her to groan suddenly.

“You were working with cultivators,” Na hissed and then shook her head.

It was obvious to Ash that Na seemed frustrated and angry at this woman.

“Tyan-yu and Hou were working with the very same cultivators,” she continued in a more normal voice. “They killed your husband, his uncle, and more than likely would have tried to kill your son and daughter as well.

“Their goal wasn’t to put you on the throne, but Hou. He would sit on the throne and govern. His family name is Langye, yours is not. You’re not of the royal family.

“More than likely Hou would rule with his father assisting him a great deal, all while sentencing what remained of the royal family to death. You damned your entire family for nothing but a petty ambition that wouldn’t get you very far.”

“So,” Ash said, setting up to redirect the conversation back to where he needed it. “What exactly did you do to help them kill your husband? Because it didn’t seem as if Tyan-yu and Hou were really ready for this to happen.”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen yet,” agreed the queen in a low voice. It sounded to Ash as if Na’s words had struck her deeply. “They were going to kill him on the trip back to the Imperial City. In the middle of nowhere.

“Blame it on bandits and a few cultivators. Make it seem like the carriage was just completely overrun. I’ve been hiring people to go out and act as bandits on the trade routes. Make it look more plausible. I was also the one who talked the king into going to Xing city. To leave his place of power.”

“What of Hu and Ju? Would your children have been killed as well?” Ash asked.

“Yes,” the queen said simply. “They’re not my children. Just little parasites that were forced on me by that beast who was my husband.

“Wen… Wen promised me they could give me back my youth. I could be a young queen and have my own king. That I could have my own children who I wanted. I could cast off the cuffs of slavery that’d been put on me in a marriage I wanted no part of. Let me start a family I actually wanted.”

Well, her feelings make sense. A forced marriage sounds like it was the starting event here.

So… take Ju, multiply it, turn it bitter, and add in a few other things like an unkind husband, and boom.

There you go.

Homegrown problems in your own bed just waiting for a catalyst to blow it up. I can’t even imagine how this went so far without anyone even noticing.

“—your duty,” Chunhua said without any pity. “You could have run away and lived your life on your own before your marriage. You didn’t want to lose out on the luxuries in life that your family had given you, so you stayed.

“That means you accepted what they wanted you to do. This world has millions of people in it and you’d just be one among the masses. No, you chose to enjoy the privileges given to you, then balked when someone asked you to pay the price.”

I guess… that’s a valid view point, too.

At least for this place.

“Is there anything else you could add that might help us put this all to rest? To figure out who was really behind it all?” Ash asked, not wanting to discuss what Chunhua had been talking about. He wasn’t really sure he could hold his mother-in-law to the same convictions his people did.

“No. Wen was all I knew,” whimpered the former queen.

“Fine,” Ash said and then sighed, looking up to the ceiling above him. Coming to a fairly easy decision, he looked back down to the woman at his feet. “We’ll need to confine her to quarters and let Hu and Ju deal with her. This isn’t something I can just rule on.

“Anything below the royal family level and I can do what’s best for Hu and the kingdom based on my own feelings.”

“That seems fair,” Tala said with a nod of her head. “As an in-law, it isn’t your place to decide family dynamics like that. You’re making the right choice.”

There were several nods in agreement at that.

“Now we just wait for the commander of the royal guard,” Ash said and folded his hands in his lap. “Locke, would you mind going back and working on things?”

Which really was just Ash asking if she wouldn’t mind going back into the Hall and working on Wen and the others. They had answers that Ash was going to need now more than ever.

Time was no longer in their favor and they needed to know what they were dealing with.

“Of course, my Chosen One,” purred Locke and then promptly vanished.

Tala let out a slow breath and her head turned toward Chunhua.

“I vastly underestimated her. Did you as well?” asked the long-eared warrior.

“Yes. Yes, I did. But I don’t think it’s a concern,” replied Chunhua in an odd tone, but she didn’t explain any further.

Na ignored it all and just stood where she was. Her hat and veil were tilted in such a way that it was obvious she was staring down at the back of the dowager queen.

Ash suspected Na’s extreme dislike for the woman was motivated by Na’s own dedication to him.

But that was a topic for another time.

When he wasn’t trying to pull a fraying canvas back together.

Deciding he needed an immediate break, Ash went and opened one of the doors leading out. There were a pair of royal guards right there who both looked at him.

“Please have a meal appropriate for whatever time it is sent in,” Ash requested. “Settings for five, assuming the royal guard commander deigns to join us. Thank you.”

Closing the door, Ash went back to the large chair and sat himself down.

And waited.




***




A sudden clack at the door drew Ash’s attention away from the board game he had been playing with Chunhua. Looking toward the door, he was surprised when an older man walked in, causing the women in the room to grab their veiled hats and put them back on.

He was dressed in a uniform that was very similar to the royal guards though this one was much more richly made. The fabrics were probably ten times the value in cost alone.

He was at least six foot with a frame that had mostly muscle to it, and looked like an Outlander to Ash. He didn’t fit the racial norm of the veil. His eyes were hazel, though his hair was a hue of brown that’d fit in this veil.

“I’m sorry for my late arrival, Lord Sheng,” said the man, closing the door behind himself. “I received your missive and then found myself with a great deal of work to do.

“A number of squadrons suddenly started attacking anyone and anything around. They seemed to be trying to fight their way to the throne room. For what purpose, I don’t know since there was no one there.”

The man’s eyes drifted over to where the dowager queen was in the corner of the room. She was bound, gagged, and tied wrist to ankle.

Forgotten and left alone as if she were a bit of discarded furniture.

“Ah, that would be one of the reasons I’d wanted to talk to you,” Ash said with a slow nod of his head. Glancing back to Chunhua, Ash gestured at the game of Go between them. “I concede this match. You had me dead to rights.”

Chunhua had put her hat and veil back on by this point, but he knew she was grinning at him from behind it. Grinning and likely looking as if she were the cat that caught the canary.

Standing up, Ash went over to the commander.

“Lord Sheng, I am Commander Stephen Heter,” said the commander, bowing deeply to Ash as he approached. His name confirmed the fact to Ash that this man wasn’t a natural inhabitant of this veil. “I’ve gone ahead and begun working on having all squadrons rearranged and reorganized. I’m sure there are some who are attempting to lay low rather than break out their swords.

“Unfortunately, there were… there were notable casualties before anyone could truly act. A force of men also attempted to break the closure of the gates that you ordered, although there’s no reports of any forces beyond.”

“I’m sure someone will show up today, tonight, or early tomorrow. It’s very possible they could be cultivators, so you might want to keep your own cultivators available,” said Ash with a shake of his head. He didn’t doubt in the least that Hou, or someone from his camp, was on the way. They would be trying to do the same thing Ash had done.

“Cultivators?” asked Stephen in a concerned voice. “Why… why would cultivators be involved in these royal matters?”

Ash understood the question behind that question as well. The commander was attempting to ask why Ash was here, as well.

“Because Tyan-yu and Hou aligned themselves with cultivators to try and overpower the king. Unfortunately… the king didn’t put any limits on that,” explained Ash. “In fact, the man didn’t even seem able to do much of anything other than take up space. I was there when he was killed by a cultivator employed by Tyan-yu.

“King Peng had about as much royal command as a monkey trying to steal lunch from someone. He had absolutely no control over anyone there.”

The commander winced at that, but didn’t disagree. He didn’t even shake his head.

He just stood there, as if he were of the same opinion.

“So, Tyan-yu employed cultivators,” Ash continued. “Hu and Ju approached me to marry Ju. To become her husband and ally Hu and his close family members with my family and the Sheng Alliance.

“I’m here as Hu’s entrusted messenger and servant, I’m married to his sister, and she’s now the crown princess since Hu has no heirs at this time.”

Ash summoned the seal of the king and held it out to Stephen.

Staring at it, there was no argument in the man. He’d apparently seen the seal on a previous occasion and didn’t seem impressed by it.

“That’s the situation in a nutshell,” finished Ash, dismissing the seal back into the Hall. “Well, that and apparently the former queen was in on it. She was attempting to dispose of her children, her husband, and more or less everyone.

“She was working with the cultivators who killed the king and indirectly with Tyan-yu. I’m going to turn her over to Hu and Ju so they can deal with her. She’s their mother, after all.”

“Yes, I… I see,” said Stephen, then let out a short huff. “How can I assist you, Lord Sheng?”

“We need to put in a call to assembly. All the noble heads across the kingdom must come and witness Hu’s formal coronation,” Ash said. “On top of that, until Hu arrives, I need to work with whoever’s managing what. I expect you to help guide me to the correct people so that I can keep everything here moving in the right direction.

“Then we turn it all over to King Hu once he gets here in a few days. I plan on respecting the will of the High Lord, the Emperor of the Heavens. A cultivator shall not sit on the throne, and the Realm Lord shall not have domain over citizens.”

There was an intense relief in the commander’s eyes at that statement. It was obvious the man was curious if Ash was in the middle of usurping the throne, or would remain once Hu arrived.

“Of course, I’ll still be on hand if needed, as Ju’s husband,” said Ash to remind the man that he wasn’t exactly out of the picture. “As it was I and my people who defended and saved his majesty while the royal guard fought itself.”

“Completely understandable,” agreed Stephen.

“Now, you said there were notable casualties. Do you mean numerically or specific people?” asked Ash. “If the latter, who, if the former, how many?”

“The… the latter, Lord Sheng,” confirmed Stephen, then promptly bowed at the waist to him. “The Langye family was completely exterminated by traitorous guards. Only… only Hu, Ju, Tyan-yu, and Hou remain of their line.”

Ash clicked his tongue at that.

That was rather unfortunate news and an oversight on his part. He should have sent someone to round up the royal family while he was dealing with the queen and the commander.

“Tyan-yu is very likely dead,” Ash said. “Which means it’s only Hu, Ju, and Hou. Hu will need to get busy with making children.”

“And… and Ju, Lord Sheng,” added Stephen. “Princess Ju will need to produce children as quickly as possible. There must be a second line in case the main line falls. The Langye family has been in power for thousands of years and their bloodline has remained unbroken.

“It’s a command by the Emperor himself. Princess Ju will need to bear children to ensure there is no break in the bloodline.”

Ah… hm.

Guess I’ll be getting divorced much sooner than I thought. There’s no way she can have the children of a cultivator as the crown princess.

That’s fine. I didn’t have much more than a fleeting relationship with her.

“Thank you for informing me, Stephen,” Ash said with gratitude. It was a political landmine he hadn’t known of and he likely would have stepped on it at a later time. “For now, how about we have a quick meal, discuss who I need to speak with, and go from there. Because once we figure that out, we’ll need to have all the royal guards, all the city guards, and every single person in service to the palace be they maid, slave, minister, or otherwise, all lined up.

“One gigantic standing formation so that I can tour them all. That literally means everyone in an exact spot where they should be with full attendance, while I walk from one end, all the way to the other. Where I can see and inspect every single person if I decided I needed to.”

“I… I… that is a significant ask, Lord Sheng,” stammered Stephen. “The earliest possible would be tomorrow so we can make sure everyone is there.”

“That’s fine. I know it’ll be a tough ask but I’m sure you can do it. I can also provide limited assistance to you as I’ve brought a few powerful and talented people with me to make sure everyone complies with the order. They’re as capable as I am, if not more.”

Ash gestured to Tala, Na, and Chunhua, who weren’t far off. They’d been watching and listening the entire time.

“More will likely, others will also be on the way to assist us,” Na stated sharply. “I made sure to inform Mei and Ying Yue of our situation and where we were going by cultivator-carried letter. I think we’ll have reinforcements sooner rather than later.”

Damnit.

Knowing the two of them, there’s the strong possibility they might do more than just send reinforcements.

It’s quite possible they could end up bringing the entirety of the Sheng Alliance here.

That or asking Gen to intervene.

I’m not sure what would be worse.

The Sheng Alliance being that visible, or Gen showing up with likely a sour disposition about the situation.
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Ash looked down the endless line of people before him.

It seemed to go on all the way into the distance, beyond where he could even see due to the way the boulevard turned slightly as it went along. They were heading back to the palace and away from the gate where Ash had started this review of the people.

Because in the end, there were simply too many people who would need to be inspected according to what Ash had asked for. Which had led Stephen to simply decree there would be a parade consisting of Ash and his lieutenants marching along.

The entire group of people that Ash had asked for would line both sides of the main boulevard that led from the front gate to the palace. Everyone would be expected to attend and it was considered mandatory without exception.

Not being where you should be would label you as a traitor to the new king, his highness Hu. Because the king had provided his brother-in-law with the royal seal and entrusted Ash to bring the Imperial City to order until he could arrive.

Disobeying Lord Ashley Sheng was to disobey the king of the realm himself. There would be extremely few allowances for those who wouldn’t be able to attend.

This plan, though unexpected, had already provided unexpected results for Ash.

The citizenry, or anyone else who wanted to see him, were lined up along the boulevard as well. All were trying to get a look at what was going on and see who this person was that came to the city riding a tidal wave.

A person that would likely cause stories to be told for a number of years in the future. Everyone wanted to see him.

That included people who were with the enemy.

That one, too.

They feel like they’re holding some Life-Qi.

“Indeed. I’ve marked them. I’ll have them pulled into the Hall shortly. It’s a good thing I don’t have to try and restrict Tai or Ehrinis anymore. There’d be no way for me to hold all these people prisoner and them as well,” replied Locke with a deep chuckle. “This is as simple as it could be. The fact that no one’s been able to sense them before like this has made them foolish. Foolish and arrogant.”

I mean… you don’t know what you don’t know, ya know?

For all we know, we have a similar blind spot.

Ash felt it when the individual simply vanished from his ability to sense. The disturbance they made in the Qi around them no longer existed. They were there one moment, gone the next.

Did you ever end up finding anything out from them? Anything at all?

“No. Not a damn thing. One and all, they’ve been very tight-lipped,” grumbled Locke. “I tried torturing a few and came up with even less than before I’d done it. I ended up just killing them and putting them out of their misery. I couldn’t sit there and listen to them being in pain anymore and it was clear they weren’t going to talk.

“After what I did to them, if they were going to say anything at all, they already would have.

“I don’t have a taste for all this, by the way. It’s rather odious and it made me feel decidedly sickened. I’m resorting to depriving them of food and water instead. It’s still a form of torture, but… I don’t have to get my hands dirty. At least, not in the same way.

“Apologies, my Chosen One.”

That’s fine, Locke Sheng. You’re doing all that you can and I know it.

It would have been nice if they’d revealed something, but in the same breath, we didn’t really expect them to. They’ve already proved that they’re more of a clandestine organization.

Cutouts, patsies, and a lot of missing information all around.

“Indeed. They’re rather good at this. I’ll probably end up having to turn them all over to Gen when we get a chance,” Locke said and then sighed. “I imagine he’ll have better ways of getting information out of them than we do.

“For now, I can at least act as a prison. No reason to let our enemies run wild while we’re trying to figure out what’s going on, and no sense in killing them if we don’t have to. I regret the ones I tortured and killed. Maybe others could have had more success with them.”

It is what it is. We’re doing all we can.

We’re going to make mistakes as we go along.

No one’s perfect.

Certainly not me.

Certainly not you.

Ash continued to walk along the boulevard, his hands behind his back, and visually inspected everyone around him. He let his eyes meet those of anyone who would look his way.

Almost one and all of them would immediately look away after only a fraction of a second.

There was a sudden flicker of multiple Life-Qi-filled individuals up ahead.

Looking toward the path in front of him, Ash found that it was the start of the royal guard that’d set off that feeling.

Apparently, some of their number didn’t openly take up arms but laid low instead.

To be fair, it was rather surprising they went wild like that.

“Indeed. Should… I pull them in? I don’t think I have enough room to get them all,” Locke confessed.

No. We’ll give them all to Stephen. We just need to find out who they are, then notify him to grab them.

“Commander,” Ash said fairly loudly. There was actually quite a bit of noise in the crowd. It was almost deafening to Ash, in fact. “I’m afraid there are traitors in your ranks.

“How would you like me to point them out to you so you can deal with them? It wouldn’t be good if I handled them, as then there would be no confidence in your leadership. We wouldn’t want that, given the fact that you’ll be protecting my brother-in-law when he returns. Not me.”

The commander didn’t say anything. He just stared ahead.

Blankly.

As if he were staring down an oncoming bull rushing at him.

“Just-just nod your head at the company commanders you want me to look at. It’ll give me a chance to see if I can’t find them on my own,” Stephen finally said.

“As you like, though I should warn you that they have great power. You can’t let your guard down,” Ash said and then looked at the first of the royal guard commanders directly ahead of them. Ash nodded his head to the man as he passed by. There were several people in his group who were holding Life-Qi.

This’ll take a while.

“I suppose it will. Should I tell you about what’s going on in the Hall while you’re doing this? It’s rather interesting,” Locke said, her tone sounded amused to him. “My Chosen One, shall I tell you?”

Please do.

Entertain me.

“I’ll do that later… for now though… Jia is confronting her brother at the moment,” Locke said and then laughed. “Your Brides of Sheng all told Ehrinis together that she was pregnant, then Jia went and tracked down her brother.

“They’re now engaged in a verbal debate about why it’s pointless for him to even bother you anymore. Doubly so since he can’t do anything anyway and he has his own child to look out for in the future.

“Tai doesn’t seem to believe it, though he’s clearly wavering already. Apparently, it was well and good to lecture Jia about her own duties, but it seems too much to ascribe to the same ideal for himself.

“Also, for what it’s worth, Tai is no longer a match for us. Though you’d likely have to kill him to beat him. You’d be unable to subdue him without it getting to be too violent.

“See? I told you just giving me the Tribulation Crystal to absorb for you would work out. And you were worried I’d somehow scam you out of the power spike. You’re already level five after it’s all said and done given our other additions. Now you’re certainly able to punch far outside of your own weight class.”

Hm.

Well, that makes things easier with Jia’s family, I suppose.

“Somewhat. Tai is the weakest relative in her generation, other than her, and he was sent on this mission partly to prove himself. I imagine the rest of the family won’t be as understanding to either Jia or Tai, but that’s a worry for another day. We have a parade to finish.”

Ash could only smile at that, then dip his head toward another company commander who was an actual traitor and had a number of fellow conspirators under his command.




***




Ash finally made it past the last people in the parade.

There had been a great many butlers, maids, family servants, and slaves who all worked in the palace itself. All of them had been very close to the royal family in one way or another.

Yet none of their number seemed to be involved in the plot against the king.

There wasn’t a single person amongst them that had any Life-Qi in them whatsoever.

They were in the clear, one and all. Loyal to the crown, or at least as loyal as a citizen could be given the circumstances.

Believing that there were no other plots on the royal family’s life or challenges to their grip over the realm was a foolish hope that would accomplish very little. There would always exist plots to overthrow whoever was in power.

“That’s not true. It’s very unlikely anyone in your own power base would turn against you without a serious issue coming up first.

“Then again, they’ve all taken the extraordinary step of pledging themselves to you. It’s a wonder, really,” Locke said suddenly. She’d gone quiet for a while, leaving Ash with nothing to do but walk the parade. “Well… maybe it isn’t exactly a wonder. In fact, I suppose it isn’t that surprising in the end.”

Wait, what? Why isn’t it surprising?

Taking the stairs up to the front of the palace, Ash was excited to get out of the eye of the public. He had work to do and he’d already spent enough time ferreting out everyone that he could.

“The women of this veil, this world, are all very strong. Very aware of their worth and the vast majority of them all yearn for power. For stability and the resources to better themselves,” Locke explained, almost as if she were convincing herself of the fact at the same time. “They understand the value of their sex, and I mean that literally and figuratively. Many of them will barter away their bodies in exchange for whatever they deem it worth and be quite happy with the results.

“Others will use cultivation techniques that can drain a man of their life force through sex. Yet others still will develop and hone techniques that will have men—or women, I suppose—at their beck and call. The women of this world can easily be just as strong as a man and many will sell the extra commodity they have to benefit themselves.

“That’s what happened in the Sheng Alliance, in a way. They all sold themselves to you in exchange for your protection and power. Creating a hierarchy where you live and thrive will benefit them. If you were to fail or stop moving forward, they’d gain nothing at all.”

Ash felt his face screw up in a frown.

He wasn’t really sure if he liked the way Locke had phrased it all, but he couldn’t really argue with her about it. It somewhat matched up with his own expectations and fears.

It’d been why he’d kept Mei at arm’s length for as long as he had, let alone everyone else. In his head, he’d been tied up in the idea that they were all seeking his companionship for the wrong reasons.

“To be fair, you were the only one who cared about that,” Locke admonished him. “Seriously. Prude that you are. Keep underestimating their wants and desires at your own peril and— someone is coming.”

Ash felt it then, too.

A great disturbance in the Qi around him and that ran throughout the city. As if all the Qi around them was being drawn back.

Like the ocean pulling away from the shore just before a massive wave would appear.

Feeling like this was a possible attack, Ash instead latched onto the Qi that ran throughout the city. Grabbing onto it as a cat would a mouse, he pinned it to the ground and prevented it from moving away.

Where before the Qi had been flowing out of the city, it now rebounded as if it were elastic. Sliding back to where it had been and belonged.

A fleeting sense of surprise came back to Ash with the Qi, as if it were transmitting a feeling from the person who’d been pulling on it. That momentary flash of emotion gave Ash all the proof he needed that someone had indeed been actively behind the shifting Qi.

“I need everyone,” Ash said, turning to look down the boulevard. Distantly, he could see the stone of the gatehouse rising up at the edge of his visual range.

Chunhua, Na, Jia, Tala, and Locke all materialized around him. They were all in their “Brides of Sheng” outfits, even Tala.

He wasn’t sure how she’d managed to get her ears into that hat but he’d be curious to find out later. For all he knew, it was an elaborate illusion.

A second after that, Tai and Ehrinis appeared as well.

Tai appeared to be in his twenties and shared many features with Jia. Going so far as to look almost as feminine as Jia was when she’d been dressing up as a man.

“Oh,” said Tai, looking around at the surroundings with a curious eye. “We… are we in the lower realm Imperial City itself?”

Ehrinis looked far more surprised than Tai did. She stepped up to Tai’s side and then cast her eyes suspiciously over everything and everyone around her.

She had pointed ears, pale-gray skin, wide light-colored eyes, and short black hair. It gave Ash a decidedly “dark elf” impression of the woman.

Tai laid his arm around the woman protectively, before looking at Ash.

“Indeed, we’re in the Imperial City. I’m here acting in the king’s stead,” Ash said, not hiding the truth from them. “I’m not sure why Locke pulled you out of your prison, but I’m guessing this is you earning your freedom in one way or another.

“As to what we’re doing here, we’re bringing the city in line for his majesty, Hu Langye, the newly crowned king.”

Staring at Tai, Ash realized that Locke had been right and Tai really was no longer a match for him. All he could feel from the man was the same thing he felt looking at other cultivators who didn’t have his strength.

He’d surpassed the man completely, despite being at least a full cultivation cycle below him.

“It’s just how it is for you. You’ve folded your Qi and continue to solidify it at every opportunity,” Locke said, responding to his unspoken thoughts. “You have exchanged short-term gains for long-term ones. You’ll take longer than others to arrive at a similar point ranking-wise, but you’ll always be stronger than them.

“Except for Chunhua. I’m afraid she’s going to start hitting her point of exponential returns soon. She’s really going to take off. Her and Na both, actually.”

“You… the king?” Tai asked.

“Yes, Ashley is the husband to the crown princess of the realm,” Jia said. “As I have stated to you many times, he is a Fated One. Destined to shape the heavens as he sees fit. This is only his beginning. He will be the uncle to your child as I am Jia Sheng the Bound, and nothing can ever change that.”

“Less talking, more prepping,” growled Tala, her new sword resting on her shoulder. There was no mistaking her regardless of the disguise she was wearing. She had a way of carrying herself, even without a weapon.

At that moment, Ash felt an immediate change at the extremes of his ability to sense Qi. At the furthest fringes, just inside the perimeter of the walls, he could sense a great presence.

Someone who could pull Qi into themselves, utilize it, and exert it as fast as Ash could.

Then Ash finally saw the person in question running down the boulevard.

It was clearly a cultivator with great strength, sprinting toward them at high speed. Running in the same bizarre way that many of his compatriots did.

Their head was down, arms out behind them, and they leaned forward in a weird way. Looking for all the world like something out of a terrible anime.

They were also radiating power in every direction. Expressing their Qi in a near physical way to propel their body forward at speeds Ash was envious of, given that it was faster than he was right now.

“That’s… the Realm Lord,” muttered Tai, watching the man approach. “Mother made sure I memorized the faces of all the important figures in this realm, despite it being lower, just in case I came across them.

“As the saying goes, the lower realm is filled with cultivators with a hand on their shoulder.”

In other words, it’s likely that the Realm Lord has the backing of someone in a higher realm. Considering he was appointed by the Emperor himself, it’s not a surprise.

I bet he was placed as a favor to someone else by the Emperor, in fact.

“Probably. But that’s okay,” Locke said with an excited laugh inside his mind. “He’s indeed an Empowered Mortal who’s stuck at the bottleneck. In fact, just looking at him, he’s been stuck there for a long time. I would imagine his ability to advance is no longer a question mark, but a period. He’ll never break through to an Enlightened Mortal.”

Okay, yeah, great, that’s neat.

But why’s he here?

I also get the feeling I couldn’t take him in a fight.

“I have no idea why he’s here, and no, you couldn’t beat him in a one-on-one fight. Good thing the Brides of Sheng are here, is it not?”

Ash frowned, his thoughts churning. Grinding away at the situation and what it could mean.

There was the simple possibility the man was here to give greetings to the new king after receiving Hu’s letter. Except that the letter would have likely stated that Hu wasn’t yet at the palace.

That meant that the Realm Lord would be coming here fully expecting the king to not be here. That left few possibilities, all of which left Ash feeling like his mouth was drying up very quickly.

He’s… part of this, isn’t he?

In league with those who wield Life-Qi.

The Realm Lord was attempting to overthrow the king in a clear violation of the Emperor’s laws. There’s really no other reason for him to be here at all.

No reason except to try and take hold of the Imperial City for Tyan-yu and Hou, because he’d know Hu wouldn’t be here.

“That… that seems very likely, though we’re about to find out,” Locke whispered in his mind.

Then the Realm Lord came to a stop in front of them and the time for thought ended.
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Ash smiled, placed one fist into the palm of his other hand, and gave the Realm Lord a deferential martial salute. While bowing his head to the other man, he noted that there was dirt and mud crusted to the sides, soles, and top of the man’s boots.

There was also grass, a twig, and a few leaves in that mix that was caked on.

The Realm Lord had gone through some rough terrain to get here as quickly as he did, which meant he likely didn’t travel the road for very long.

There also appeared to be a slight tremble in his legs, as if he’d been consuming large quantities of pills, elixirs, or utilizing spell enhancement. In traveling alone, he’d born the burden of the trip entirely upon himself.

“Greetings to the Realm Lord,” Ash said, remaining bent at the waist. This man technically ruled over Ash just as King Hu ruled over the citizens. “This cultivator greets his Realm Lord and offers him whatever assistance, accommodation, or refreshments that can be given.”

“I… that—” the Realm Lord’s words came with puffed breaths. He sounded as if he’d just finished a good jog, rather than likely what he’d actually done. Days long spent sprinting without rest or respite.

“You… what is your rank? Your name? Why are you here?” commanded the Realm Lord after a few seconds had passed by. It hadn’t taken him long to forcefully control his breathing.

Still sure we can take him with help from the Brides?

Maybe he’s more like me? Overpowered for his level?

“I’m… you know, I’m fairly certain we can take him, but I can’t promise it,” admitted Locke. “As you said, there is the possibility that he’s like us. Stronger than his rank should be.”

“I’m Ash Sheng, husband to Ju Langye, the crown princess. Brother-in-law to Hu Langye, the now king of the realm. I am part of the Jade Fist sect,” said Ash, slowly standing erect again and meeting the Realm Lord’s eyes. “The king dispatched me so the Imperial City wouldn’t fall into enemy’s hands. Namely his cousin, Hou.

“Hou had his uncle and great-uncle murdered by cultivators. We may need to call upon the Emperor to ensure there’s a division between cultivators and the government of the royal family.

“I myself am going to need to be investigated as well, since I’m now married to the crown princess. When we wed, we weren’t expecting her to be in the line of succession. There were so many other heirs ahead of her, after all.”

Ash had no intention of actually calling on the Emperor or having himself investigated, except that it was in his favor to put the suggestion forward, first. If he was to put the threat out there before someone else could, the Realm Lord would have to push for it, or let it fall on deaf ears.

Nor was he going to give his actual rank away to the Realm Lord unless directly asked to do so a second time. For the time being, he could act as if he’d forgotten it in his response.

The Realm Lord had a flicker of surprise on his face in regards to Ash being here for Hu, but none at all for the fact that the previous king was now laying in a grave. It was obvious he’d already known about that.

There was no reaction from the Realm Lord one way or the other that Ash could discern in regards to King Peng’s death.

“We are the Brides of Sheng,” Jia said from Ash’s right and slightly behind him. “We are his wives and concubines. We live to serve him.”

“I see,” said the Realm Lord, his eyes moving from person to person around Ash.

“My Lord, may I ask why are you here, and if I can provide you with any assistance?” Ash asked. “I’m certain his highness would ask me to treat you with the courtesy your lordship would expect and so I offer you anything that I might in his stead.”

“No, you can’t assist me,” the Realm Lord said in a tight and firm voice. He was also pushing out an aura of power. One that was very similar to the master who’d gone along with Ash’s group into the Veil-overlap.

This time, it wasn’t powerful enough to actually cause Ash any distress, other than leaving him feeling as if he were standing in front of a particularly hot oven.

“I see, well, if the royal family may assist you while you’re in the Imperial City, please don’t hesitate to contact me, my lord,” Ash said in a respectful tone.

If the man was going to be secretive about his business, then there was no way Ash could push at him. At least, not without causing him to suspect Ash and his intentions.

Right now, everything was playing out innocently enough.

He could push a little bit, as if he were curious, but nothing beyond that.

“Of course,” said the Realm Lord He stood there, looking confused, and then his brow cleared suddenly. “The King sent you as his envoy.”

That had the ring of a statement rather than a question.

“Yes, though he did send me with the royal seal, a letter specifying his demands upon the palace and all those who serve it, as well as written orders for myself,” said Ash honestly. “This was, of course, after he sent a letter to everyone noteworthy before I left. I delivered several of them personally.”

Ash left unspoken that he had no letter to hand to the Realm Lord.

A statement of information known, an indirect push that perhaps something wasn’t as it seemed, and then leaving it open for the other party. It was more practiced amongst citizens than cultivators, but it wasn’t unheard of either.

“Of course,” said the Realm Lord, as if realizing his mistake. His being here left a slew of questions that would need to be investigated over in time. Especially if he didn’t have a legitimate reason to be in the Imperial City during such a tumultuous time. “I’ll leave you to it. I was merely coming to the palace to pay my respects to the royal family.

“I wouldn’t dare come to the seat of their power without at least announcing myself. That simply wouldn’t be polite or very welcome, I imagine.”

As they’d been speaking, the royal guard had been trooping back onto the palace grounds. More than a few of the companies were starting to form up around Ash and the Realm Lord.

On top of that, the cultivators who’d been hired into the royal guard were forming up in the area as well.

“That makes perfect sense, my lord,” Ash said with a bow of his head. “Thank you for letting us know of your arrival in the city. If you’re tired from the great haste you made to arrive at the city, I would once again like to offer you anything that I can.”

The Realm Lord gave Ash a long look without saying or doing anything, before suddenly bowing his head in return at the same measure to Ash.

“Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind,” said the Realm Lord. Then the man turned on his heel and began walking sedately away. He appeared to be heading into the city proper.

Ash didn’t look away from the man.

He watched him.

Closely and without hiding his gaze.

“Locke,” Ash said as the Realm Lord reached the furthest edge of the palace grounds.

“On it. I’ll keep an eye on him. I can retreat back to the Hall if I need to,” said Locke with a laugh.

She appeared halfway between them and the Realm Lord in clothes better suited to a citizen. They also did a good job of dressing her down, hiding away her eye-catching looks, and making her seem far more mundane.

“She is a good wife,” murmured Jia.

“Yes, though I fear her hold over Ashley,” replied Na. “I think I feared the wrong duo. Yue and I will have to strategize over this.”

“Hmph, it’ll be fine,” Tala chimed in, suddenly wrapping an arm around Ash and bringing him to her side. “In time, he’ll be smothered in all the attention he wants by my elegant self and Moira. She’s already relayed to me all his secrets. I will utilize them and win his heart.”

Tala’s words made Ash’s heart skip a beat, at the same time that it flipped over itself from being so close to her so suddenly.

He knew Moira understood him in a way even Locke didn’t. If she’d told Tala all of that, he wasn’t quite certain how the big bunny would treat him.

“Come on, Ashley,” Tala said, turning around and dragging him with her. “I’m feeling suddenly like I want to take a moment for ourselves. Would you mind if we took a nap together before the meeting with all those administrators?”

I could really use a nap, actually.

That sounds great.

And knowing Tala… she’ll want something else before that nap.

Not arguing, Ash let Tala lead him away.

“Well, Jia, I suppose we should talk,” Tai said as Ash departed.

With the arrival of the Realm Lord, and realizing Tai was no longer a threat to him, Ash had forgotten the man was even there. As if he weren’t worth noticing anymore.

“Indeed, we should,” replied Jia. “You will need to be part of this discussion, Ehrinis, since you carry my nephew or niece inside you. I have already spoken with Ashley in regard to this and he has given me permission to make arrangements for the three of you.”

The sound of Tai’s sudden inhaled breath was audible.

It seemed while everyone else accepted that Ehrinis was pregnant, maybe he wasn’t so happy about that. That or he didn’t really want to discuss it.

“Come, Ashley, they don’t concern us,” Tala urged, her free hand coming up to hold onto his forearm. “Now, tell my elegant self how you’d like to begin, because I was thinking we could start with getting dirty, then getting clean in a bath together.”
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“It’s almost time for that meeting,” whispered Locke. Her words were like a caress on his ears. Her voice sounded lovely. “Oh, I had no idea you enjoyed me talking that much. Maybe I’ll have to get some dirty talk going for you when we get our first night together.

“LBA might have been experienced, but I’m afraid I have none at all in my current body, so it’ll be exciting for both of us.”

Ash managed to crack an eye open and barely registered her words. In fact, he was still partly asleep.

At his side lay a very long-eared cuddle-bunny who at one point had been a very prideful warrior. Moira had clearly told Tala everything she knew about Ash and what he liked, and she’d used it to her advantage.

Tala had given Ash all that he would’ve gotten from Moira, and then promptly forced him to take a nap with her. Just as she said she wanted.

“I know, I watched. It was rather lovely. Now,” Locke said, her tone switching from warm and gooey to firm in a single word. “Are you ready to discuss the Realm Lord and the meeting you’ll have in about thirty minutes or so?”

I… yeah. I’m ready. Thank you, Locke Sheng.

“Of course. It’s what I’m here for,” said Locke in a very warm voice before switching right back to the more serious tone. “First off, yes, I do believe you’re right in your thoughts about the Realm Lord. He’s very clearly involved with the murder of the king.

“Likely a co-conspirator, in the same way the queen was. Promised something, or offered something, so long as he helped in whatever was happening. There were no obvious traces of that Life-Qi on him and he likely didn’t know anything about what was going on in a detailed way.

“No better or worse than the queen, really, though still involved. It’ll be rather difficult to prove his involvement. I’m looking into the prisoners we have to see if any of them are willing to talk about the Realm Lord’s involvement. They might be more willing to talk about that than their own organization.”

That makes sense. I imagine they might be more willing to talk about it, indeed.

“Beyond that, the Realm Lord just wandered around the city. He clearly didn’t know what to do with himself, and was quite concerned with being followed.

“The number of loop-backs, alleys, and cultivation abilities he used to make sure he didn’t have someone on him was impressive. Unfortunately for him, it was me following him. No one can elude me in my current form and abilities. I’m even stronger than Locke-Before-Ash. She’s nothing compared to me, Locke-After-Ash.”

You’re most impressive, Locke Sheng. You impress me.

Genuinely and often.

The honest thought was given freely. Locke was indeed very impressive to him and growing more so in unexpected ways.

“I… well… thank you. I try really hard, ya know? I’m so new to this… monogamous, married, wife-thing and I’m working at really doing my best for you,” Locke said bashfully. She sounded like she needed encouragement from Ash’s point of view.

And you’re doing wonderfully. I look forward to when we can be closer.

Now, thank you for your hard work.

I’m not sure there’s anything we can do about the Realm Lord at this time, however. If he really is operating through a cutout like the queen was, then he’s probably not in the know of any useful information.

“That and there’s someone in his city who can likely kill him. In the same way that someone tried to kill the queen,” offered Locke. “So… if that assumption is true, then Life-Qi is far more dangerous than we thought, or this entire attack is coming from a realm superior to ours.”

A realm superior to ours.

Ash didn’t like that thought, but he couldn’t deny it. It seemed perfectly reasonable and logical.

There was no way that this organization would leave a loose end like the Realm Lord hanging around. Not after all the steps they’d taken to make sure they remained in secrecy up to this point.

They had some type of plan or way to deal with the Realm Lord that would make him a non-issue. A way to eliminate him without leaving a trail behind that could lead back to them.

Should we send someone to infiltrate the Realm Lord’s city and see what can be found?

“I would agree to that idea but… it’d be dangerous. Very dangerous. I’m not sure we have anyone that I could suggest to send that would do well with such a thing,” Locke mumbled.

Good point. It’d be a very dangerous thing.

Have we given out a set of abilities to anyone that would be similar to a spy? Or an assassin?

If we haven’t, should we? This seems like an opportune time to have someone like that.

“No, we haven’t. I’ll look into that for the future. Sorry, didn’t even think about it,” apologized Locke.

Not your fault. Wasn’t something we’d encountered or even thought of.

Anything else to discuss?

Concerns?

Opinions?

“No. Nothing, really. Though I should let you know, I’m working on a way of manufacturing rings that link to the Hall,” gushed Locke. “I’m getting really close to something actually working!

“From what I can tell, it’d be limited to being able to connect whoever was wearing the ring to the Hall and let them transfer to it, but then they’d come out wherever you were. Not where they’d started. It’d be like a one-way travel system. Making you, the Hall to be specific, the hub and everyone else spokes.”

Huh.

Well, that’d be pretty interesting and useful, I’d imagine.

Good job, Locke.

LBA can’t even hold a candle to you now.

Locke didn’t respond, though he knew she’d heard him. She just didn’t reply.

Tala woke up with a small startle in the next moment. Then she lifted her head and looked at the door to the bedroom.

Ash felt it then, too.

Jia, Chunhua, and Na were all coming to collect him for the meeting.

Their nap time was over.

Yawning, Tala laid her head back down on Ash’s shoulder and sighed. She started to stretch her body out against him while also snuggling into him.

“I liked this,” she murmured, one of her ears flopping down over Ash’s face. “We’ll need to do this again, soon. I can see why Moira kept calling me an idiot for not making this happen sooner.”

Then the door opened, and Ash was pushed into action.

Twenty minutes later, Ash found himself walking toward a door that would lead to the throne room. It was where Ash had asked for the meeting to be held so that he could discuss everything with the ministers and administrators of the country, while also making sure they understood he was here at the king’s behest.

Surrounding him were all the “Brides of Sheng” who were with him. They were dressed in their uniforms, sporting weapons, and looked more like bodyguards than brides.

He wasn’t going to argue the point with them though. That felt like a losing battle. As though even if he won, it would be a pyrrhic victory.

Up ahead, Ash could hear a great many voices inside. More voices than he was expecting, if he was only going to see those who controlled the rest of the country in their respective positions.

Something’s happened here.

Either the commander has set me up for political trap, or one of the ministers has.

Whichever it may be, I’ll need to deal with it harshly. I have to bring them all together for Hu.

Na opened the large wooden door to the throne room with a significant amount of force. Taking several steps inside, she slammed the butt of her jade spear onto the ground several times.

The clang of it against the stone floor was quite loud and left a visible mark.

All the voices that’d been talking were instantly silenced as Ash and the others entered the throne room. There wasn’t a place to stand or sit in the throne room and it was filled with a great many people.

“Seal the doors, guard the exits,” Ash said under his breath as he laid eyes on the throne.

Jia, Na, and Chunhua all spread out. Locke and Tala remained with him and were now on either side of him. The cultivators hired to protect the royal family weren’t present, and the royal guard was missing as well.

“I am Ashley Sheng!” Ash said, marching straight for the throne. He didn’t bother to make eye contact with anyone. He wasn’t going to give them any attention whatsoever.

This had to start on the right note—with a heavy hand in a gauntleted fist that held a bloody dagger. He needed to be brash and bold so that everyone would rather deal with the king, than his brother-in-law, who might be sent after them.

Like a mad dog.

Ash like that thought.

“I expected to only see ministers in here, yet I see a great many more people than that,” he continued as he sat down in the throne. “People who I didn’t invite. People who weren’t expected.

“So now we’re going to close the throne room, and I’m going to find out everyone who is here and why. Then we’re going to decide if anyone who is here and shouldn’t be, ever leaves.”

Ash’s words were accentuated by the slamming of doors, followed by their beams being dropped into place to lock them.

“So… let’s all remember this moment together and begin,” Ash said and then pointed at the nearest person in the stands. “Who are you and why are you here?”
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“I… this was a mistake. I’m not supposed to be here,” said an older man amongst the group Ash had pointed to.

“Most definitely a mistake, but you’re here, and now we’ll find out why,” Ash said, letting his arm drop to his side. “So… who are you, and why are you here? Who told you to be here?”

“My… I’m the head of the Shue clan, and I was given an invitation to be here by a servant,” said the old man. Reaching into his clothes, he pulled out a thrice-folded piece of paper.

Holding it out toward Ash, the old man looked both concerned and earnest.

Ash looked at the letter, and then back to the man.

There was something off about him that made Ash feel uncertain. Something that gave him pause and made him not want to completely trust his story.

“Did anyone else receive such a letter?” Ash asked, still watching the man.

A chorus of voices responded in the affirmative. Multiple people reached into their clothes and brought out similar-looking letters.

Right.

In other words, they were all invited here to try and cause a problem for me.

Except I’m not playing by their rules and my promise of violence gave them a very clear view of the situation. One they want nothing to do with.

“Okay,” Ash said, wondering how to handle this. He wasn’t entirely sure, but he had a few thoughts. He still felt there was something off about the old man but he couldn’t place it, though it didn’t seem to be anything that would directly cause a problem for Ash at the moment.

Thoughts, Locke?

“No. I don’t sense anything amiss about him, or anyone else in the room,” Locke replied immediately. “They all seem like perfectly ordinary citizens. Nothing more, or less.”

Really? Huh.

I feel like there’s something… off… with them.

Tilting his head to the side, Ash stared at the man. Then he felt the Sea of Qi that surrounded everyone and everything.

Nothing there was out of the ordinary either.

The Qi rolled around them and past them as if they didn’t exist. Rocks in the path of water that only diverted it for a small time.

Just as it should.

With a sudden and strange thought, Ash opened his Dao and fed it a small amount of Qi. Only that which he could grasp onto that rolled around him and cost him nothing.

He finally knew what it was that he felt. What he had sensed from the man and, after opening his Dao, from several others in the crowd as well.

They were all moving counter to Ash’s momentum. They were attempting to stall out his progress here in the Imperial City.

As he was the center of the storm, the vortex itself, he could apparently sense disturbances to his plans. Much like he could sense objects that were in the way of Qi, he could feel things that were in his own way.

But… I couldn’t feel it when things went awry with the previous king. Or the Realm Lord.

I wonder, does being a cultivator make it harder for me to sense their intentions?

Does their own Dao and Qi prevent mine from being able to determine their intentions?

If I was more powerful than them, could I sense them better?

“Most likely. From what I can tell, I’d agree with your assumption, my Chosen One,” agreed Locke. “Though… I find myself suddenly agreeing without any doubt to Gen’s point of view. Your Dao is far too strong. Far too powerful.

“I think we lucked out with our last tribulation. I’m really not looking forward to our future breakthroughs, as I fear they’ll become ever stronger.”

That just means we’ll need to find a way to swallow up the tribulation and enslave it to our will, rather than trying to survive it. Something for a beautiful, intelligent, and incredibly devious wife of mine to start working on, wouldn’t you say?

“I… yes. Yes, I would say so,” murmured Locke.

He could feel a deep warmth flowing from her toward him. She was feeling quite shy and appreciated as of late.

The harder he pushed at her, the more she fell away from her originally aggressive starting point. As if by going after, he her kept her off-balance.

“I’ll say this once,” said Ash, solidifying the answer to the current situation in his head. “And I’ll make it very clear since you’re all here. So clear that there isn’t anything you can do to misunderstand it.”

Standing up, Ash held his hands out to either side of himself. He held them open with his palms facing upward.

“I’m here to secure the Imperial City. To make sure it’s safe for the king and his entourage. Because as I’m sure you know, his family was killed by traitors,” Ash stated with finality. “Those guilty of sedition and with rebellious hearts will all be weeded out, and killed like the dogs they are.

“I have no doubt that families and clans were involved as well. That some of you here were involved. You were all part of what happened with the deaths of the royal family members, as well as the king.”

There was an immediate outcry of dissent against Ash’s words. As if they could somehow stop him from saying what he had by decrying it loudly.

“Silence!” commanded Na from the door she guarded. Her voice was like a sword drawn from its sheath and pointed at another. It promised violence to anyone who would disobey. “Lord Sheng was not finished speaking, you filthy mongrels.

“Listen to him now or hear only the worms after I cut you down. I care not for your lives, your families, or what you believe power is. In the lower realm, there is little that can rise to the level of the Sheng.”

Everyone fell silent and said nothing more.

“Now… to continue,” said Ash with a smirk. “I will personally dig up all the poisonous roots of those involved. I will cull them completely.

“If I find a man who has assisted in this terrible action, I will not just cut him down, but his entire family as well, because a single rotten apple spoils the bunch.”

There looked to be a silent riot at his words.

Numerous people were all shaking their heads as if to deny his words and what he was promising them.

“Or… or you can turn yourselves in,” finished Ash, letting his hands fall to his sides. “If you turn yourselves in, confess to all your crimes, and what you’ve done, I’ll spare your families.

“Alternatively… I welcome you to turn in those in your family who you believe to be guilty of crimes against the crown. I would also be willing to hear any concerns regarding those outside your family who you suspect might be guilty.

“Though I warn you, if you report someone falsely, and I find them to be innocent, I will take the price of my wasted time out of the hide of the person who made the report. So be cautious and sure in your accusations.

“Before you can begin to respond, you can all leave. With the exception of the minsters of the old king. I expect you all to remain here. Don’t make me track you down after this and don’t doubt I will.”

There was a clatter from the back of the room that got Ash’s attention.

Looking that way, he found Jia had just removed the locking bar from the door she guarded. She was now standing beside it and had brought forth a wall of Water Qi.

It filled the doorway from top to bottom and had an odd shimmer to it.

Then Ash realized that it would be completely invisible to most people. It’d been formed of her own Qi and made in such a way that light simply went right through it.

There was no reflection at all.

It was like a perfect piece of glass that just invited the unwitting to slam into it.

As Ash was highly sensitive to Qi, he could see that it was there due to the Qi, not the actual construct.

“Please exit this way,” demanded Jia in a firm voice. “Lord Sheng will be accepting accusations and confessions by letter, which will be followed up with by an in-person interview.”

“Can’t decide if the king won’t like this, or will appreciate what you’ve done,” muttered Tala from his side. “You’ve made yourself the enemy, not him. He can sweep in afterward and be the very pleasant and nice king, while you’re the demon lord himself.”

“Eh… that’s fine,” Ash murmured in reply. “I don’t want his position and they shouldn’t want me here either. This just makes it easier.”

“So it would seem,” said Locke. “I think you’re doing quite well. You’re being very active. Not passive or lazy at all.

“On top of that, we’re creating a deep power base for ourselves here in the Imperial City. I’m sure Yue can use that to our advantage.”

“Yes… though… I’m still nervous about the Realm Lord. I feel like all I’ve done is put a target on our backs,” confessed Ash, watching as the great majority of people in the room left.

“He’s guilty,” Tala said in an assured way. “Clearly involved, as we’ve already discussed. We’ll just have to kill him. Do it in a way that doesn’t lead back to us.

“We almost have the power for it. He didn’t seem that much stronger than us on a one-on-one level. Just two of us together could put him in the dirt. Or… or Chunhua by herself, I suppose.”

Hm.

How strong is Tala?

“Quite. Strong enough that you’d have to kill her to win, but even that wouldn’t be a guarantee. She might beat you once out of six battles,” answered Locke.

Raising his eyebrows, Ash was surprised at the answer.

“What’d Tai and Ehrinis do, by the way?” Ash asked.

“Nothing,” Locke remarked dryly. “They’re holed up and discussing their future together and what to do about it. Apparently, Jia was quite right in assuming things would change if Tai got the Dokkalfar knocked up.”

Ash just nodded his head and then sighed.

He wasn’t looking forward to the conversation with the ministers.

If he didn’t miss his guess, it’d be boring.

Filled with minutia that wouldn’t do him any good. Where everything they’d want to talk about would be nothing he could discuss because it wouldn’t be up to him.

Likely they would all try to wrangle things out of him even as he did his best to shut it all down and determine their involvement with the murder of the king.

“None, would be my guess,” offered Locke. “They weren’t going to benefit by the king’s death. In fact, they’d lose. All the way around.

“The only one who would likely gain was the queen or those who supported her. Which, from what I can tell based on my investigation, was most certainly not the ministers. They didn’t much care for her at all.”

Oh.

So… this’ll be a waste of time?

“Most likely. But don’t worry, I’m sure I can keep you mildly entertained throughout,” promised Locke with an edge to her tone.
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Leaning back in the throne, Ash watched as the ministers slowly filed out.

They’d done exactly what he’d feared they would, and he’d learned everything he’d expected.

Which was an attempt to get concessions out of him, and nothing at all, respectively.

As the last one left the throne room, Na closed the door firmly.

“Well, that was certainly a waste of time,” exclaimed Chunhua.

“Yes, it was. But it was something that needed to be done, regardless of how we felt about it,” countered Jia. “They needed to understand our position, and we had to know where they stood as well.

“So… as you said, a waste of time, but one we could not put off or postpone.”

“Agreed,” Ash said with a shake of his head. “Let’s move on to whatever’s next then.

“Anyone have anything to add? Otherwise, we need to run down the commander and find out why there’s no royal guards here. That’s almost as disturbing as all those people being here when they weren’t supposed to be.”

“Yes, it’s a guarantee that Stephen is dead, incapacitated, or was part of the enemy’s ranks,” suggested Na. “There are no other possibilities, really.

“Given that he said he would take care of those you pointed out, I would say he’s dead. He likely underestimated what they could do and paid the price for it, despite your warnings.”

“That sounds about right,” said Chunhua with a shake of her head. “Those who are used to being strong tend to overestimate themselves. We must always strive to believe that those who oppose us can kill us.”

“Anyway,” Locke said with a casual flick of her hand, then she reached up and pulled the veiled hat off her head. “Phew. After a while, I can only smell whatever I ate last in there. I like the uniform and all, but it can be a bit stifling.

“Now… as to what you all need to know, I have nothing to offer. Everyone I’ve pulled into the Hall has known nothing, offered nothing, or been unwilling to speak about anything.

“I’ve used torture, starvation, lack of sleep—everything I can think of—to get them to talk. At this point, I think that if they actually knew something, they’d tell me, or they’ll die before they spill the beans. So… that’s the end of that source of information, I guess.”

“That just leaves whatever we can dig up in the city then, right?” Tala asked and then huffed.

“More or less,” confirmed Jia. “After we determine what has happened with Stephen, and replace him if needed, we should begin digging through the attendance reports. There are likely people who did not show up when they were supposed to. Those individuals will be who we need to look at more closely.

“They provide a distinct possibility of giving us more information. If not them, then all we can do is tighten security and wait for Hu to arrive.”

Tighten security and wait for Hu to arrive… I really don’t like that.

At all.

But if we can’t figure out a direction, or a line of questioning, there isn’t much else we can do, I suppose.

“Very true,” lamented Locke.

There was a sudden clack as the only unlocked door to the throne room swung inward, opening wide. Standing in the doorway was Stephen along with a company of royal guard.

“Ah… Lord Sheng?” asked Stephen, moving into the throne room. “You’re here quite early, are you not?”

Frowning, Ash ended up shaking his head in disbelief before he could even formulate a response. Locke was hurrying to get her hat back into place and adjusting the veil with frustrated grunts and pulls of her fingers.

“Early? You’re late, commander,” Tala said derisively. “You failed to be here at the specified time. It is fortunate that Lord Sheng’s health can be assured by my elegant self and the other Brides, but that doesn’t remove you from your duties.”

The commander looked very confused, then concerned.

“I… no. No. The time we scheduled the meeting is thirty minutes from now,” argued the commander. He looked very sure that his words were true. That he was speaking from memory and couldn’t believe what he’d just heard. “I’m here early with the company assigned to guard the throne room.”

“The meeting already ended,” Ash said, looking at the man more deeply now. He could feel that there was something lingering in the commander.

As if an ability had been used on him and it hadn’t completely faded yet.

“Commander, send your people out and come on over, we’ll discuss it,” Ash said evenly. “I think you’ve been made the fool of a bad joke.”

Ash didn’t want to tip his hand right now that he could possibly detect something else there. Just in case there was someone in the company with the commander that was working for the enemy.

Looking frustrated, angry, and very confused, the poor man dismissed the company of guards who had come with him. He ordered them to close the door on their exit as well.

No sooner than the door had shut, Ash sighed and made a calming gesture toward the commander. One that would hopefully put the man at ease.

“Relax. It seems you’ve been the victim of an ability,” Ash said and then turned to look at Locke. “I’m sure you sensed it as well. Is there anything there we can use? Anything to figure out, determine, or analyze? Anything at all?”

“No,” Locke replied with a short huff. “There’s something there. I can sense it quite keenly. It’s just that there isn’t much to feel or sense from it. It’s just… it’s like looking at a shadow.

“I can tell something was there, that something happened, but none of the details. None of what it was or what happened.”

“I see,” Jia said, turning to look at Locke, then Ash. “So in other words, there is an ability user in the Imperial City who can change the memories of others. That or implant information so that they believe they were told something else entirely.”

“That’s what it sounds like to me,” Ash said, then turned to look at Chunhua, Tala, and Na. “Thoughts?”

“Mine align with yours,” Na said simply.

“Likewise,” chimed in Chunhua.

“We shouldn’t let anyone go by themselves going forward,” said Tala while gesturing with a closed fist. “If we’re alone, anywhere, at any time, we risk ourselves. If this person is so close as to get to the commander without raising an issue, then they’re all the more dangerous.

“They did so without raising an alarm or concern and got out without causing any issues either. This is most certainly not an issue we can overlook or ignore.”

“Yes,” Na said with a short dip of her head. “We must always go in pairs. Commander, you will need to find someone you trust to always be at your side. Additionally, we’ll need to get a list together of everyone who could have had access to you.”

“I… yes,” mumbled the commander with a sigh, then a shake of his head. “Yes, I see.”

There was a firm knock on the door that’d just been closed.

“Lord! A messenger just arrived!” called a muffled voice through the door. For them to be as loud as they were, they must have been shouting at the top of their lungs. “The king is arriving the day after tomorrow! In the evening!”

“The day after tomorrow? That’s… that’s greatly ahead of schedule. We’ve only been here a day, and he’s already moving that fast to get here,” Ash said with more than a little confusion. “That’d mean he’s also traveling at what would be breakneck speed for citizens. What the hell happened in Xing city that would cause him to flee? He’d have to have left almost as soon as we did.”

“It would seem our window of opportunity is closing quickly,” Chunhua said. “We must act just as quickly.”

Ash couldn’t argue with that sentiment. They needed to get a move on.

“Alright,” said Ash. “Chunhua, Na. Work on the list of people who could have gotten close to the commander. Jia, Tala, hit the attendance list. Locke and I will see what we can dig up in the city itself.

“It’s the most likely location to give us information at this point since we struck out in the palace.

“Commander, did anything come of those I pointed out to you? Did they reveal anything? Did you discover anything?”

“Those… those you pointed out to me?” asked Stephen, looking very confused once more.

Right… I see… great.

In other words, they’re running loose in the city, and it’s likely one of their number has the mind-wipe ability.

“That’d be my guess. We can scan for them as we go,” offered Locke. “So let’s get a move on.”

“I attached Water Qi to everyone who left the meeting,” Jia said before everyone could depart. “I will keep an eye on them to see if they make any odd movements but… it sounds like they were all innocent. Likely having their minds assaulted by this… Demonic Cultivator.”

Demonic Cultivator?

Huh. I kinda like it.

Kinda catchy.





Twenty-One




“So… we turned up nothing. How about you two?” Tala asked, looking around the bedroom then back to Ash.

“Not a damn thing,” Ash muttered from where he was laying on the ground. He was staring up at Tala from the flat of his back. “I walked for hours. Hours and hours.

“Personally… I didn’t turn up a single thing. I searched everything and everywhere. High and low.

“Scanned, searched, and sifted Qi. There isn’t a single street in the Imperial City I didn’t cross at least once. Most of them at a brisk walk, but I did travel them all. Not a whiff of anything. All I managed to do was wear down my boots.”

“Hmph,” Tala grunted and folded her arms across her middle. She turned and looked at the others. “Jia and my elegant self searched the attendance list and then investigated everyone who was missing.

“They were all quite dead, or truly missing. For those who were missing, it was as if they never existed.”

“And of the dead, there was no information that was out of place,” finished Jia, who collapsed into a chair and then leaned back in it. “The only thing of notice was that they all clearly had a recent windfall. Newly purchased items or people noticing that they had come into wealth.”

“Ah,” Ash mumbled and then looked at the ceiling above him. “In other words, they were loose ends that had to be trimmed. Paid to do something and then no longer needed.”

“That’s what we figured,” Tala said, looking down at him. Then she tilted her head to one side and gave him a smile. He wasn’t sure what’d caused it, but it really added to her beauty.

“Ugh,” Locke said from where she was leaning against the wall. “Enough flowery thoughts about the hot bunny-girl. Ah, just the change in subject we needed.”

“Flowery thoughts about the hot bu—”

Before Tala could finish her sentence, the door opened. Na and Chunhua walked in, both of them already working at pulling off their veiled hats as the door closed behind them.

“We found nothing at all, Master Sheng,” Na said in a defeated voice. “We interviewed everyone who could have had access to the commander and found nothing out of the ordinary.”

“We even went and looked for the company commanders you’d pointed out,” Chunhua added as she got her hat off. “They’re all dead. Very dead. They killed each other, and themselves. We only found their bodies at all because they weren’t buried very deeply.

“Animals had already dug one of them up and were feasting on them. They were all buried just outside of the city walls.”

“And so we have run out of leads and are now facing the proverbial dead end,” summarized Jia. “They quickly and efficiently cut all their ties, pulled out, and let everything go. There is nothing to find of them here, because it has all been cleared and cleaned up.”

“Looks like it,” muttered Ash. “We were always a step behind, I guess. We did what we set out to do. Just feels like we failed, though.”

“Indeed,” Tala said, staring down at him once again. “This is a failure. But only insofar as we didn’t figure out who was behind it.

“Our goal was to secure the city. We’ve done that to the best of our ability. In fact, in chasing out the… what did you call them Jia? Demonic Cultivators?”

“Yes. It seems to fit,” Jia said, moving out of the chair to slump down against the wall near Ash. Then she reached out and began to idly toy with his hair. “They use Life-Qi to power themselves, as we all know. Since we suspect that Life-Qi is not given to them willingly, Demonic Cultivator seems to fit.”

“Okay, so, we ended up chasing out the Demonic Cultivators. Cleaned out all the rot that was in the palace. We even know what to look for going forward,” said Tala, holding up a finger each time she made a point. “We know we’re up against someone who can alter our memories and are working to make sure that can’t happen. We’re pretty certain that the Realm Lord is involved and can reasonably say how. All in all, I’d say we completed all our goals in a reasonable way.”

“We just have to make sure we eliminate the Demonic Cultivators later,” stated Jia, her fingertips rubbing up against Ash’s scalp now. Her touch had already caused him to close his eyes and now he hoped she’d never stop.

“I’m not so sure it’s that simple, little miss magic-fingers,” Locke said in a weird way. Almost as if she were yearning for something.

“Magic fing—”

“I mean, they have the Realm Lord involved,” said Locke, not waiting for Jia to finish. “They offered him something that would buy him off. He literally commands the cultivators of the realm. The only person he reports to is the Emperor.”

Everyone went silent at Locke’s words.

Each person contemplated the situation and the implications behind what Locke had laid out. Her statement had clued them in to the biggest problem that they’d end up facing going forward.

“We’re dealing with people from a higher realm,” Na said in nearly a whisper. “Or even the highest realm. Perhaps… perhaps even the Emperor himself?”

“We should probably let this go,” offered Jia. “Let it go and… pretend we do not know as much as we do. This would be trying to take a tooth from a tiger’s mouth.

“We are not prepared to fight such a battle. It… it would be like a child attempting to battle a cultivator in martial arts.”

“Best not fight someone you can’t beat,” agreed Tala. “I don’t want to admit it, but… I think Jia’s right, Ashley. We… we need to back up from this. We can’t take this fight. What if the Emperor is behind it?

“Right now we can just pretend that this was all part of the assassination, the queen was involved, and let it go at that. All the while watching the Realm Lord and keeping ourselves on alert.”

Na and Chunhua said nothing, though Ash knew without looking that both had their eyes on him.

They would need direction from him.

Ash chewed at his thoughts, wondering what to do. Regardless of what he decided, or even thought, he needed to be direct and honest with them.

“While he thinks about that, I’m just going to confess this now,” Locke said in the heavy silence. Ash turned his head and opened his eyes to look at her. “Whenever Ash is experiencing or feeling something, I feel it as well. Since, you know, I’m part of him.

“The problem is when I’m tired… you know, like right now, I feel almost everything and sometimes even more so than he does.

“There’s almost no barrier. So right now, I kinda wanna jump Jia’s bones and throw her around in a bed until she’s nothing more than a gibbering lump of flesh and I can’t do her anymore.

“So I’m sorry if I seem a little weird right now, but I’m like twenty minutes away from trying to make a move on any one of you and—”

Ash opened the portal to his middle Dantian and made a “please go rest” type of pull at Locke. Like pulling back the sheets on a bed.

Locke let out a shuddering breath and promptly vanished. Her body simply went back to the Hall where Ash imagined she could get some rest.

He couldn’t even begin to fathom how much effort she was putting into being two places at once as she was. Let alone handling everything in the Hall while also doing all the work they had done today.

Thank you, Locke Sheng. For all the work you’ve been doing.

Please get some rest.

You can do that memory scan thing of me in the morning and get yourself up to speed.

“I will… thank you,” Locke said, sounding very weary. “If the chance presents itself, take Jia to bed. It’s a good opportunity for it.”

Ash felt like Locke left then.

She just went away and was unreachable.

Almost as if a switch had been hit and she was now offline.

“I had… no idea,” Na murmured, looking concerned. “Where we sleep, she has to return to the Hall. We’ll need to be aware of that in the future to make sure she doesn’t harm herself.”

“Yes,” Jia agreed, her fingers still moving through Ash’s hair.

“Ahem… well… as to this… I think you’re right. We have to back off of this. We can’t keep pursuing it as we have. Not without expecting something to come out of it that we can’t really predict,” said Ash, putting his thoughts to words. “It’s just as Chunhua said previously. I forget the specifics but basically when you’re strong, you can get used to thinking in a certain way. We have to treat these Demonic Cultivators like they could kill us. Because it’s distinctly possible they could.”

“Yes,” Chunhua agreed. “Exactly. We’re on the other side now. We’ve broken their hold over this realm and brought much of it into view.

“We need to back up, and let it slip away for now. If we don’t, we’ll become the ones who are exposed, while they lurk in the shadows. They still don’t know we can actually track them, but they’re going to start to suspect it.

“We have to conceal that ability now and let them think that someone talked or someone knew. Let it all recede.”

“Yeah. Yeah, we’ll do that,” repeated Ash, feeling the words were very apt. “We’ll recede. Draw back and let our power build. We’ll take a breath and then… crash… when the time is right.

“Pushing right now will just waste our momentum. We’ll hold the city, prepare the way for Hu, and settle in.

“So… with that said… Tala, work with the commander and get everything as squared away as you can. Na, assist her, but also get the royal cultivators in order. They’re going to need some help I think.

“Jia, I’ll leave all the ministers, councilors, and whatever else they have for government officials here to you. They’re not really something I can handle, I’d say. Locke will assist you since she can sort data, like scrolls or documents, and summarize it quickly.

“Chunhua, you’ll work with me to start creating formations here in the royal city. We can’t let a repeat of what happened in Xing city, happen here.”

“Formations?” Chunhua asked in an uncertain tone. “Ashley, I don’t know any. I’m not… skilled in that.”

“You weren’t skilled in it,” Ash said with a smirk. “I’ll have you a set of papers drawn up by morning that will teach you everything you need to know. I’ll do inscriptions on a city level, while you do formations.”

“I… yes. Alright,” murmured the sorceress. She sounded excited and pleased at the same time.

Even as he’d spoke, he could feel that everything was correct. That his Dao was in complete accordance with pulling back at the moment. That the right flow at this time was to retract and condense.

“And so we will recede. Draw away from the situation entirely,” conceded Ash, his words having a ring of finality to them.

“Wonderful,” Jia said. “With that all laid out, let us have dinner, Ashley. We need to discuss my brother and other topics of note.”

Ah, other topics of note.

Why not.

Locke said to go for it, after all.







***




Ash felt exhausted.

He’d been running around the Imperial City once Jia and he split up.

That meant he hadn’t slept much in the last day and a half and was running on low energy. Not to mention, he felt mentally drained from inscribing massive patterns throughout the palace.

Doing it at the city level wasn’t going to be possible for him given the time constraints.

He’d ended up leaving all of that to Chunhua and her newly learned formation creation abilities. Tai and Ehrinis had tagged along with her just to make sure she hadn’t been alone.

“Do you think I should go with Auntie Locke?” mused Locke from beside him. She was standing with him on the wall, staring out at the royal parade. “Or just Aunt Locke? Auntie Locke sounds more fun though to me.”

Smirking, Ash lifted a hand and rubbed at his eyes with his palm. No matter how often he did it though, it didn’t seem to make a difference to how gritty his eyes felt.

“They’re going to keep it then?” Ash asked.

“Yup. Ehrinis wasn’t sure at first but… Tai talked her into it,” explained Locke. “After seeing you, and what you can do, he’s betting on you. He figures with you as a brother-in-law, and his relationship with Jia, he can have the wife and kids he wants.”

“Mm. Makes sense,” agreed Ash, letting his hand fall to his side again.

“You need to sleep after this, my Chosen One,” murmured Locke in a much softer tone. She was right next to him now, one hand on his back and the other on his forearm. “Let me take you away to the Hall and get you tucked in once we’re done here. Everyone else can handle what needs to be done while you get some rest.

“You can’t keep going like this without some sleep or you’re going to make mistakes. Eventually, it’s better to just sleep rather than take on the risks of errors.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Ash, which was followed by a shrug and a sigh. “I’ll take a nap after we get Hu set up. Probably be a few hours.

“Until then, more pills, I guess. At least the side effects for taking so many of them is minimal. Barely an inconvenience.”

“Turning your pee bright orange is only an external sign of what it’s doing,” warned Locke. “Rest. That’s what you need. But for now… you’re right, pills.”

Holding her hand up, she presented him with a pair of pills. They were resting in the center of her palm.

Ash nodded his head in thanks, dipped down, and took the pills from her hand with his mouth. Swallowing them dry, he looked back down to the advancing royal column.

At some point, they’d slowed down in their incredible rush to get here and were now proceeding forward as one would expect the royal party to do so.

They were only ten or fifteen minutes out at this point and the population of the Imperial City was waiting for them. They were all quite delighted to have his majesty, King Hu Langye, coming.

Most especially everyone who had been in the palace during Ash’s brief reign.

None of them wanted him to remain, he imagined, and were all quite grateful to have their king return. Likely all of them hoped that Ash would be sent away as well.

The king was apparently quite happy to be coming back to the city and couldn’t quite contain himself. He was now riding ahead with his personal group of bodyguards.

There were two individuals pacing him on either side also on horseback that were very eye-catching. They stood out in a way that made it so Ash couldn’t mistake them for someone else.

They were clearly Brides of Sheng, their uniforms marking them out in a very obvious and eye-catching way. Ash couldn’t be sure of which two of the four he’d left behind it was, but he’d bet on it being Liu and Biyu.

Shu and Lifen were probably left to watch over his parents and assist Yan.

“I’d agree,” Locke said in an offhand way.

It honestly took Ash a second to realize she’d been responding to his thoughts about who remained at Xing city. He often forgot that she was almost always listening to his thoughts.

“Ashley, there’s a problem.”

Turning around, Ash found Chunhua floating in the air behind him. Her control had grown considerably as of late and she was starting to experiment with flying and hovering.

She couldn’t go very high, or fast, but he imagined that was a limitation of her experience, and not skill.

It certainly wasn’t her talent.

“What’s up?” he asked, meeting her eyes and holding her gaze.

She lifted her hand and pointed off to the East.

“That is most definitely an army heading our way. All on foot, moving very quickly, and at a speed that can’t be mistaken as anything other than cultivators,” she stated.

Following the line of her arm with his gaze, Ash looked out into the distance. To the East and the horizon.

There he saw exactly what she’d said.

A large group of what were clearly cultivators were moving toward them.

He couldn’t make out the details in any way, shape, or form. They were little better than a blurry mass heading his way.

Except they were clearly moving fast, and there was an odd undulating type of wave to the group of people. They weren’t marching, but almost hopping, Ash would say.

Like they were skipping at an incredible speed.

“The Realm Lord’s city is in that direction. A few days ride,” said Jia, right after she landed on the wall next to Ash. She’d jumped up from below and had landed quite gracefully.

A second later and she was followed by Tala and Na.

“This is a poor time to mention it, but the Realm Lord left late last night,” Tala said with such acid it sounded more like a curse. “The guards reported it to me this morning but I didn’t think anything of it. Just that he gave up on whatever he was trying to do here and bailed out.”

“It’s possible that they’re aligned with the Realm Lord,” murmured Na who was now directly on Ash’s left side. She reached over and slipped her right hand into his left. “If so… that is a large number of cultivators all coming for the Imperial City.

“The armies of the king aren’t summoned, nor could they be in a swift manner. On top of that… there’s no telling how deep the corruption of the royal guard went. There could easily be agents of the Demonic Cultivators that never partook of the Life-Qi. They would be indistinguishable from an innocent.”

“Hmph. My elegant self doesn’t want to say it, but… perhaps we should consider fleeing,” said the warrior-woman. “It would be an absolute disgrace to our honor and acclaim, but… better that than dead.”

“Indeed,” whispered Jia, then she let out a slow sigh.

During this whole period, Ash had been thinking about what he was seeing.

It didn’t make sense to him.

There was no way the Realm Lord could have assembled all these people this quickly overnight. Nor would he have come alone if he’d had these troops available.

Right now, Ash was going over a mental map of the area and who this could be. There were only so many factions that could field an army of cultivators.

Then the answer came to him out of nowhere.

It was such an obvious answer to him that it made him start to laugh. An answer so blatant and so perfectly aligned with his expectations that it was incredibly amusing.

“What is it, Ashley?” Jia asked in a warm voice. Her eyes crinkled as she stared at him.

He’d noticed that after they’d slept with each other, she couldn’t seem to look at him without smiling.

“I don’t think they’re an issue,” Ash said, gesturing at the cultivators coming his way. “That is if my hunch is right.”

At this point, Locke was laughing as well. She’d caught on to his idea and found it funny, too.

“Ashley, tell me?” asked Tala in a straight forward way. Her question had the hook of a pleading tone as well, though. He’d found it incredibly difficult to deny Tala anything when she used that tone.

“That’s probably Yue,” Ash said with a negligent flip of his hand at the mass of cultivators heading their way.

In that same direction was the Jade Fist.

Yue had gotten the letter that was sent and responded in typical Yue fashion.

“Oh,” said the group in unison and sounded not at all surprised.

“That’s so very Yue,” Locke said for everyone else, followed by a dark chuckle.





Twenty-Two




“Let’s go see our Brides,” murmured Ash, wondering just how many of his Alliance this would be. He knew the vast majority of those who had joined his cause were combatants.

The number of support roles were rather limited, though increasing.

Given they were a cultivation-based group, it had to be expected that they’d be more geared toward fighting. They’d have to branch out into cities and find suitable candidates to fit support roles.

“Yes, we should go greet our comrades,” agreed Jia. “Na, would you be willing to go speak with Hu and make sure he knows that this is not an attack? Since he is riding out ahead there is the distinct possibility that he is already aware of them coming onward.

“Tala, can you do the same for the commander and the city? I imagine everyone else will eventually notice them as well and we need to make sure they do not panic.”

“Yes,” Na said and then turned, stepping off the wall.

“Yeah, fine,” groused Tala. She pivoted toward the city and stepped off the wall in the same way Na had.

“Thank you,” Jia said despite the two women having already left. Ash didn’t doubt that they’d probably heard her anyway. “We should go greet everyone, then immediately rejoin the royal parade. You will need to present yourself to your wife and ensure that people see you do so.

“After all, we are cultivating a perceived relationship with her. You must look like a doting husband who missed his wife.”

There was no bitterness to Jia’s voice or words. In fact, it sounded perfectly like her and without any shifting in her tone.

“I’ve told you repeatedly, and you just don’t listen no matter how many times I say it.

“They don’t care. 

“None of them care that they’re in a harem. The women of this veil are a hardy lot and they’ll do what they have to,” Locke admonished him mentally. “Being in a harem with a man who doesn’t treat them like property isn’t that onerous of a situation.”

“Off we go,” Locke said aloud and leapt forward, pulling Ash along with her. She and Ash sailed right off the wall and toward the oncoming army.

Ash was reasonably certain this was Yue’s response to the situation, he just needed to confirm it now. He could always be wrong and then they’d have to backpedal pretty hard.

He was fairly certain that he was right, however.

It only took a minute of running toward the oncoming army before he noticed Moira in the sky above.

She was barely more than a dark speck against the blue sky that he wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been looking. She’d been circling above the army originally, but was now moving towards him.

Almost as soon as he really got his eyes on her, he could tell she was diving.

Piercing through the sky straight toward the army where they were headed. Likely to let them know he was on the way to them.

“I’m glad I went back for my weimao. I almost left it behind this morning,” Chunhua said from beside him. She was nonchalantly floating along the ground. Moving at the exact same speed that he was running.

At some point, she’d pulled her veiled hat from somewhere and was now wearing it.

In fact, when he looked at Locke and Jia, he found they were wearing theirs as well.

“It would not do for the leaders of the Brides to appear out of uniform,” Jia explained when she caught his eyes on her.

“Okay, I really haven’t asked much about it, and no one offered any information, but what’s up with the Brides of Sheng?” Ash asked, finally putting a question to his curiosity.

“Oh,” remarked Locke in a bland way. “We never did explain it at all to you, did we?”

“As he said, he never asked,” countered Jia.

“We’re all your brides,” Chunhua said as she glided along. “We are all of the Sheng, and for Ashley Sheng. So… we’re the Brides of Sheng.

“Yue came up with it all and got all the uniforms. She put together a manual on how to behave, traditions, expectations, and what we need to do to be proper Brides of Sheng.

“She had Jia, Mei, and Na provide input as well on appropriate etiquette for us. As an example, since we’re your brides, no man should look upon us but you. Hence the heavily enchanted veils. We can see through them perfectly, but no one can see us.

“She also put together the hierarchy and had everyone slotted in accordingly. At the top is Mei, as she’s the Mistress of the Sheng Alliance. Jia and I are her seconds.

“Na is your Handmaiden and holds a special position. As do Locke, Rou, Tala, and Moira. Each was given their own special position.”

Ash was surprised.

It sounded like an entire organization had been put together. All without his input, and entirely devoted to serving him.

He suddenly felt incredibly awkward and somewhat off about it.

Especially considering that there were apparently standards they were going to hold themselves to, like not being seen by other men. It made him feel like there was going to be an issue with children down the road.

“Yue put in regulations regarding bearing children,” Jia offered even as they ran on. She was once again able to easily deduce his thinking. “As a Bride of Sheng, we are eternally dedicated to you, so unless you give us a child, it will not happen.

“We must therefore provide two surrogates at some point if you never give us two of your own. We must seek out two children to bring into the Sheng who are worthy and, if possible, an undiscovered talent. Then raise them as our children for the clan. In that way, we can grow the clan without ruining ourselves as your Brides.”

“That’s insane,” Ash said before he could think about it.

“Yes, somewhat,” agreed Chunhua with a simple nod of her head. “But it’s not really that bad. To be honest, I’d rather be without children entirely, but I do agree with Yue’s sentiments.

“To grow the Sheng, we have to birth more of them. For those unfortunate enough to not share a bed with you, they’ll have to do so by other means. In turn, those children might eventually serve as Brides of Sheng as well since they’d be unrelated to you.”

“Any chance I can get a handbook to read over all this?” asked Ash.

“I already put one in your inventory,” answered Locke. “Secondary wardrobe, book shelf on the interior, far right side.

“Before you ask, Yue didn’t put herself into the organization as any formal position. She’s just a Bride of Sheng. Though I’ll be honest with you, I suspect she’s also building a mercantile arm of the Brides of Sheng. Likely she isn’t done with it so she hasn’t announced or introduced it to anyone.”

“This is all… all so much,” muttered Ash.

“To accomplish your goals, we have yet much more to do,” said Jia. “We are only carrying out what we believe is needed to achieve your goals, Ashley.”

Hearing that, he fell silent. He had no argument to that as she was absolutely correct.

He’d need a militant faction to support him as well as a mercantile side.

These would be necessary things to build a sect that could dig out the wasted talents of the world. To put everything in place as he wished, this was indeed a needed and logical step.

“You’re just embarrassed because it’s all for you. Don’t worry about it, we understand,” Locke said with a laugh. “It’s just who you are as a person, Ashley, my Chosen One.”

Everyone went quiet as they ran on.

There was nothing else to say, though Ash was glad to see that he’d been right.

The army ahead of them was indeed all belonging to the Brides of Sheng. Their uniforms were finally visible.

Five minutes after that and Ash finally came to a stop. In front of him, the entire group had paused in their mad dash to the Imperial City and were now organized in groups.

It reminded him definitively of the royal guard and how they’d addressed their ranks.

Stepping out toward him were two people.

One was clearly Moira, her wings visible behind herself. Apparently, there wasn’t enough illusory magic to hide them.

The woman next to him was unknown to Ash.

For all of three seconds.

Then he knew instantly who it was just by the way she walked and carried herself.

Mei placed one hand around the other in a martial salute and dipped her head to him.

Then she was wrapped up in a fierce hug from Ash. To the point that she’d been forced to take a step back to brace herself.

“Mei, Moira, it’s so good to see you two,” Ash said, hugging Mei tightly. Then he held open his right arm to Moira.

The Owl-Kin immediately came over and slipped under his arm. By this point, Mei was hugging him in return, whatever decorum she’d attempted to put forth lost.

Holding onto both women, Ash felt much better.

He’d felt a hole in himself with these two being as far away as they were. He could feel that hole more keenly now that it’d been filled. Could still feel it, in fact, since Rou and Yue weren’t here.

“You’re… Ashley… this isn’t right as a Bride of Sheng,” murmured Mei who was hugging him back just as tightly.

“You’re my pledged as well as my Bride. So shut up and be hugged. Moira’s not complaining,” Ash muttered, trying to crush Mei now with his left arm while doing the same to Moira with his right.

“She can’t breathe, so of course she’s not,” hissed the incredibly durable Mei.

Now that he paid a bit of attention, he could hear Moira wheezing, even as she tried to hug Ash back for all she was worth.

Releasing his hold on her bit by bit until he heard her draw a clean breath, he didn’t let go of either of them. He just held onto them.

“I missed you both. I love you, both,” he muttered, then pressed his face into Mei’s neck and bunching up the veil that hung around her.

After a second, Mei laid her head to his, followed by Moira doing the same.

“I love you, too,” whispered Mei. “And I missed you desperately, Ashley Sheng, my pledged. I thought I would be stronger than this. Apparently, I was not.”

Standing there for several more seconds before Ash finally let go of them, he couldn’t deny he felt incredibly buoyed. He’d truly missed them.

“All is well,” Jia said as soon as Ash let go of Mei. “Everything is according to expectations and the missive that was sent.”

“Good. Good work,” Mei said, snatching up Ash’s hand before he could step away. “I’ve brought the entirety of the Brides. Only a handful of recruiters who weren’t Brides yet, or those in support roles, were left behind.”

Moira leaned in over him at the same time and then pulled her veil to the side.

Her large eyes looked like placid pools. Warm and inviting.

“I love you, too,” she said, gazing at him in an almost rough way. Jia and Mei began discussing the situation at the same time. “I will not part from you again. Ever. It hurt me.”

“I understand,” Ash said, smiling at her. “Everything alright?”

“Yes, but there is news for later,” replied the Owl then gestured to the royal procession that was only now finishing their entry of the city. “I imagine we must enter the city and welcome what looks like the royal family.”

“It can wait,” Ash said, then looked at the rest of the women who were arranged in front of him. He’d had a sudden thought and wanted to act on it.

Releasing Mei’s hand, Ash walked over to the front row of the Brides of Sheng.

Not hesitating, he walked up to the woman on the far left, the first in the formation, and hugged her. Holding her tightly, his hands rubbed up and down her back.

“Thank you for coming, my Bride,” Ash said in a warm voice while holding onto her tightly.

The woman hesitated only a fraction of a second, before hugging him back. Her arms locked around him in a nearly ferocious way, as if she didn’t want to let go of him.

“Thank you, Husband,” replied the woman in a voice that sounded faltering.

“Oh. Well, that’s smart. Greet all your Brides as wives and their loyalty will never falter,” Locke praised him.

Holding the woman for another handful of seconds he finally let go. Leaning back, Ash carefully lifted her veil and found a very attractive woman beneath it.

Surprisingly, he even knew her.

It was Zha’s niece, Siu Zha.

She gave him a crooked smile and raised her eyebrows at him.

“I was offered a rather high position if I became your Bride,” she explained. “Yue hunted me down personally and made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Besides, you were so interesting that I wanted to see where it would lead so I’d already joined the Alliance.

“I’m glad I had joined when I did otherwise I don’t think I’d have received your carving otherwise. It granted me so much power just from that it was surprising.

“With that said, and I’m sorry I’m rambling but when you get around to bedding me, just… be gentle? My experiences haven’t been kind up to this point and—”

Ash silenced her by kissing her.

It only lasted for a second or two, but he reached up and patted her cheek.

“Be still, Bride Siu,” he said as he pulled away from her. “I welcome you and am glad to see you, most especially. Your words wounded me and made me wish I hadn’t let you walk away. I had wanted to chase you down and force you into my harem if only to care for you.

“We can talk about everything later and in greater detail, but I have to welcome my other Brides.”

“I… okay. Thank you, Husband,” murmured Siu in a timid voice. Her eyes were bright and wide, staring at him in an odd way. The smile that was blazing across her face was unmistakable though.

Pulling his hand back, he gently rearranged her veil, and then moved to the next Bride of Sheng.

Hugging her just as fiercely as he had Mei, Ash held her.

“Thank you for coming, my Bride,” Ash said once again. To which the woman only hugged him tighter in return.

Once again, he lifted the veil of the Bride, and kissed her. The woman eagerly responded, her hands pressing against his shoulders and holding him close.

He only had to do this at a hundred more times and he imagined it wouldn’t be a short period of time to do it, either.

But this would be worth it.

He needed these women and he wouldn’t overlook their dedication to him.

“Two hundred and sixty-seven more times, actually,” Locke advised him. “But as you already pointed out, it’ll be well worth it.

“I can already see the statues of all these pledged women growing larger. Stronger. You’re making their bonds to you all the more complete.”

Ash was currently kissing yet another Bride of Sheng after welcoming her, and hugging her. He ignored Locke’s words, though, he did acknowledge having heard them.

He was busy welcoming those who would support him.

His Brides.




***




Stepping up to King Hu at the gate to the royal palace, Ash presented the royal seal to the man.

It’d taken a bit of doing to get back into the city before Hu finished his procession and official welcome by the ministers of the city, but he’d managed it.

“Welcome home, your highness,” said Ash, bowing deeply at the waist while still holding out the seal. “I’ve secured your home as well as the city as you ordered. All is as it should be, though I fear I have some particularly bad news for you.”

“Stand up, Brother, stand up,” Hu said quickly. He didn’t take the seal, but instead grabbed Ash by the shoulder and attempted to guide him into an upright position.

He didn’t stop until Ash did so, standing up and meeting the other man’s eyes.

“Good. Now, what news do you have for me, Brother? It seems you did all that I required of you and more. The Imperial City was clearly quite excited to see me,” said Hu with a smirk.

Ash imagined the man had been inundated with requests to remove Ash as quickly as possible.

To the man’s right side stood Ju, who watched Ash with more than a little curiosity.

There was no one else around them that was untrustworthy. The rest of the entourage had been left in the city to get up to speed with the ministers.

Mei and Jia were acting as his bodyguards and aides right now, while the rest of the Brides were making an encampment just outside the city.

“Your mother… was involved in the plot on your father’s life. She attempted to take control here from the royal family,” Ash said in a flat voice. “She also murdered everyone in the royal family who were here the day I arrived.”

Hu and Ju both looked shocked at the news. The brother and sister pair giving Ash a near identical gaze.

“Mother… did what?” asked Hu.

“She killed all your siblings, cousins… everyone,” Ash clarified. “You, your sister, and Hou are all that remains of the royal family.

“Additionally, I suspect that the Realm Lord was in on the plot. That he had some part he was supposed to play, but wasn’t able to do so.”

Hu shook his head in shock, looking confused and disbelieving.

“Your mother has been under house arrest since it happened,” continued Ash. “I didn’t feel I could act upon her without your direct approval or orders. Seeing as this is a royal family matter, I didn’t think it was part of my… uh… portfolio.”

“No, you’re my brother,” Hu said with a firm shake of his head. There was a distinct crease in his brow and a frown as he spoke. “You’re my brother, Ashley Sheng, and I must ask you to please give me nephews and nieces.

“My sister, my family, will need members. I’m formally ordering you to make sure you provide me with family. At least three, but preferably six or seven. I apologize for the order, but it must happen.”

Turning, Hu faced Ju and stared at her for several seconds.

“Sister? Will you please do this for me?” asked the king.

“I… of course, Brother,” Ju said, looking even more shocked and lost now. He knew for a fact Ju had expected to never have children.

She’d expected to be nothing more than a political piece and that her desire for a family would never be fulfilled.

Now, she’d been told the opposite and she needed to provide a number of children for the royal family.

“Thank you, Sister,” Hu said and looked back to Ash. “Though… the news of the Realm Lord… that isn’t something I can solve easily. I’ll have to think on it.

“For now… let’s retire to the family wing of the palace. We’ll need to talk in length about the situation, it seems. This is far deeper than the lake I had imagined it to be. It’s now apparent that I’m trying to swim across an ocean.”

Ash couldn’t blame the man, this was all a lot to take in, in a very short period of time.

“I demand to be hugged, kissed, and bedded tonight,” growled Locke inside his thoughts. “All that kissing got me going just as bad as it did you, and I demand to finally get my share of the Ashley bedroom fun.”

As you wish, Locke Sheng. I promise it.

Hu, Ju, Jia, Mei, and Ash all left as the king had requested.





Twenty-Three




Hu let out a slow breath and then slowly dropped his face into his hands. The king of the lower realm was a man with only a single peer in his own domain, a handful of others who had more power than he, and a single lord over him.

There were few who could claim the power he owned, and fewer still who wielded it with any sort of conviction.

Ash wasn’t sure what kind of ruler Hu would be, but this would be one of the defining moments for the young king, he imagined. Where everything was just a small push away from toppling over.

He sat on a throne covered in the blood of the royal family and teetering on the edge. Pushed internally and externally in ways that had shaken everything and everyone up.

Ju laid a hand on her brother’s shoulder and merely stood near him. Offering her presence and support, yet no words.

Sitting there in the chair, the man looked much like any other would in this small meeting room that appeared more like a family’s den.

At this moment, Ash really didn’t know what to do or say. The man was wrestling with many problems that had all been dropped on him.

Mei laid a hand on the inside of Ash’s elbow and began drawing him away from Hu and Ju. Ash wasn’t sure if she wanted to give them space or say something to him.

Taking him to the far corner next to a bookshelf, she let him go. Then she pulled her veiled hat off and dismissed it into her storage.

She looked as lovely as ever to him.

Giving him a wide smile, she then kissed him, her arms wrapping him up tightly. When she stopped, she just held him.

“I figure with them being your wife and brother-in-law, I’m allowed to dismiss the veil for the time being,” she said. “That and I’m the head after all. I’ll be expected to have a presence rather than just as a Bride.”

Ash only nodded his head, grinning at her. He really was happy to see her.

“Well, I do have some news for you while they collect themselves,” Mei said and then glanced to the side. Jia was standing nearby, but had turned herself partly away. Apparently, she hadn’t wanted to stare at them. “Jia, please join us?”

The veiled head of Jia turned toward them. Then she reached up and removed her own hat, dismissing it to her storage space as well.

“Yes?” she asked, moving closer to them.

“I want to share what news I have,” Mei said, still not releasing Ash. If anything she was being even more forward, her hands moving up and down Ash’s back.

“Ah, thank you,” Jia said with a wide smile. “Also, I must tell you that Ashley has shared his bed with myself and Chunhua.

“Only Locke, Yue, and Rou remain un… ah… un…”

Jia’s words trailed off as she apparently racked her brain to figure out the word she wanted to use.

“Unbedded is fine,” Mei said and then shook her head and gave Jia a smile. “I’m glad you’ve caught up. I await you at the peak, Jia Sheng.

“Now, for my news. We received the letters that were sent and acted immediately. Yue and I both felt that the current situation you’re in is far better than the sect in every way.”

Better than the sect?

“Indeed,” added Locke. “I’m glad they saw this and acted before I had to try and force you into it.”

“Ah, did something change at the sect?” asked Jia.

“No, not really. If anything, what changed was us as a whole,” Mei explained, then leaned her head down and rested it on Ash’s shoulder while gazing at Jia. “With Ashley’s actions, his marriage to Ju, he propelled us all much higher than we expected.

“Or dared, even. Higher than anyone has dared in the lower realm. Marrying a cultivator into the royal family has never been done. Ever.

“In fact, we’re not even sure if it’s illegal or legal according to the laws of the Emperor. It’s simply never been done, or attempted. At least, publicly.”

“Ah, I see. It sounds like I should be apologizing while saying you’re welcome at the same time,” muttered Ash. He’d assumed that this would be a blessing and a curse at the same time, he just hadn’t expected for that promissory note to be put to pay so quickly.

“That’s one way to put it,” Mei agreed. “But we’re going into this full force. We’re going to take everything from it we can. You giving Ju children will just make this easier as well. With any luck, you’ll give her an even split of those with and without Dantians.

“It would be truly ideal with half of them being Sheng birthed. The royal family would then be intricately tied with the Sheng clang. We’d be seen as a royal cadet branch in a way, without being one.”

“Agreed. Though that is a recent development,” countered Jia. “It sounds like you and Yue have done more?”

“Ah, yes. I’m sorry, I got sidetracked. We’ve separated most of our forces from the sect. There was no point in remaining. With the royal name suddenly being attached to the Sheng name, lined up in tandem with all the trades Yue was making with all those transference papers…” Mei let the words hang for a moment. “Well, we had a lot of money to throw around and good power, but no clout in the political world.

“Now we have all three. There are very few who can stand in our way.

“Without knowing of the marriage, and just knowing that we couldn’t remain as we were, Yue had been working on selling all the transference papers that she could without damaging the prices. She used all that to buy a truly mind-boggling number of elixirs, training formations, and weapons.”

“I… see,” Jia said, her brow coming down low over her eyes. “There is more to say, is there not?”

“There is,” Mei agreed, but was clearly hesitating. “As soon as we had purchased everything, we began using them. To empower the Brides as fast and with as much stability as possible.”

Ash suddenly realized that what he felt from Mei was significantly different than he last remembered. He’d been so swept up in greeting everyone that he hadn’t actually taken the time to really feel their Qi.

Feel their power level, to be more accurate.

“Oh? Did you finally notice, my Chosen One? They’re all much stronger than they were. The vast majority of the Brides are all Spirit Refiners who have already gone through a forced tribulation.

“They had so much power pushed on them that the tribulation had no choice but to come forth. Even Mei, in fact, is a Spirit Refiner.

“Right now, she could probably defeat you six times out of ten. She’s finally stronger than you are.”

Holy shit. How… how much did Yue spend?

“A fortune. Many fortunes, I imagine. The amount of coin she dropped, or more likely spirit stones, will be considerable. She outfitted the Brides as a whole and made them incredibly strong. Siu is just as strong as Mei, by the way.

“Your Brides? Most of them are at your relative level of strength, just under it, or just over it. Admittedly they’re a higher cultivation base than you are right now and when you catch up you’ll be stronger. But there it is.”

“—have your portions, Jia Sheng. As well as those for Na, Chunhua, and Tala,” Mei said. Ash had missed part of what she’d said while buried in his thoughts and talking mentally to Locke. “Beyond that, we’ve completely pulled out of the Jade Fist sect, other than leaving a handful of people to remain behind and continue recruitment. We left people who I trust to get the job done and make it work out accordingly.

“To offset the sudden lack of manpower, and Sheng Street being empty, Yue bought everyone’s places out of the sect, then resold them to other sects. She’s already picking through them all and recruiting directly.”

“Ah, but how is she looking for talent? There is no real way to know that without Ash giving them a once over, is there?” asked Jia, sounding genuinely curious.

“There isn’t, no. Doesn’t mean you can’t get a gauge for where a person is already by using normal testing methods,” explained Mei. “She’s purchased every type of test possible and has them take every single one. She had all of us take the tests as well to try and create some type of profile, I think.

“Honestly, a lot of what she does I can only barely keep up with by asking a lot of questions and really contemplating what she’s doing. Since most of her answers just involve ‘what’s good for Ash’, I can typically catch on.

“Right now, she just plans on having them all walk past him. Those who fit what we’re looking for become Brides and part of the formal Sheng family. Those who don’t, become regular alliance members and support as they can in other ways. Like those who are actively recruiting back in the sect.”

“That makes sense. It all sounds wonderful, too. I look forward to powering through to the next level tonight,” Jia said with no small amount of excitement. “I cannot even imagine the strength Chunhua will show when she is brought further along.

“Did you see that she has already learned how to fly with—”

Jia paused in her words and turned her head.

Ju was looking their way with a small smile. Her hand was still resting on Hu’s shoulder, and the man was now sitting upright.

His face was set in a deep frown and it looked like he was racked with many emotions. Though his eyes had a dull, solid look to them.

Whatever demons he’d been facing, it seemed, he’d at least wrestled to a point where he could function. Where he could make a choice.

Mei stood up and moved away from Ash. At the same time, Jia moved to Ash’s other side.

He quickly got the idea that they wanted him to go over and talk to the royal brother and sister.

Walking toward them, Ash gave them both a smile, looking from Ju to Hu.

“How can I assist?” Ash asked.

“You’ve already done more than I asked,” said Hu with a soft sigh and a minute shake of his head. He indicated the papers that were beside his seat. The very ones that’d caused him to sink into such despair.

They were Na’s reports on everything that’d happened that Hu should know as soon as possible.

“This was far more than I ever expected you to deal with and you’ve gone above and beyond for me, Brother,” Hu continued. “Asking more of you at this point feels insulting. As if it would be done in poor taste.”

“Your majesty,” Ash said, holding up his hands.

“Brother,” stated Hu firmly. He met Ash’s eyes in that next moment and showed something the young man hadn’t up to this point.

Anger.

“I’m your brother,” Hu said with frustration in his tone. “Address me accordingly or tell me now that I’m being stupid. I’d rather know now, since I have so little family that I can count them on a single hand.”

Blinking, Ash snorted, then let out a chuckle.

“I’m your brother,” said Ash with a small dip of his head and letting his hands fall to his sides. “I’ll be an uncle to your children, your brother-in-law, and your sister’s husband. I’ll be there at family gatherings, the good and the bad, send presents on birthdays, and be a part of the Langye family.”

Hu smiled at that and seemed to relax.

“As your brother… just tell me what you want,” said Ash and shrugged. “As sure as I can settle an issue, I shall do so.”

“Then… then first, please do your best to give me a nephew or a niece,” said Hu, clearly forcing himself to do so. “I can’t… I can’t afford to let my family line hang in the balance. I need heirs, even if they’re not my children.

“Please. Do what you can to that end first and foremost. I’ve spoken with Ju about this and she understands and is more than willing to… to shoulder the burden of the royal family for now.

“I’m already in the process of securing a wife and ten or so concubines. I should have, with any luck, children just outside of ten months.

“But that isn’t enough. I need children from you and Ju.”

“I… okay,” said Ash, realizing he was being forced into something he hadn’t expected he would be doing until a ways out. “I can do that. I’ve been taking lightning vine though so… it’ll need to wait a few days before I can actually… perform… that duty successfully.”

“Okay, good. Thank you, Brother. Thank you,” Hu said and let out a heavy breath. “I’m… very relieved to hear that. Though… ah… I have a few cousins who are rather distantly related to me.

“Would… you be willing to take a few as concubines for the sake of child bearing?”

“I… no. I’d really rather not,” Ash replied honestly and with an awkward laugh. “I’m sorry, I have a lot of… a lot of women in my life. Taking a woman just for children… that’s too much. I can’t, sorry.”

Ju gave him a sudden and warm smile at that, looking for some reason pleased at his words. She patted Hu’s shoulder twice as if consoling him.

“That’s fine, Ashley,” murmured the crown princess. “We’ve already put more on your plate than we ever had a right to do. Brother will just have to take them as concubines himself or have them turned into a branch family.”

“Yes, just so. Though… though I do have one more ask of you, Brother,” said Hu and then once again indicated the papers next to him. “This is not good news. The Realm Lord and my family have never actually seen eye to eye.

“Even across several generations, the Realm Lord was never truly in step with my family. He’s been disagreeable since my great-grandfather took over as king. Him being a part of this… it actually isn’t surprising.

“It’s just unnerving, really. His strength is roughly comparable to my own once I summon my army but that doesn’t change the fact that he’d most likely kill me first. That’s how it’s been in the past, which is why I need heirs, and quickly.”

“That makes sense,” Mei added with a decisive nod of her head. “We have an alchemist in the Sheng family. I’ll write to her and ask her to send you medicine to give to your women. It should encourage their bodies to provide you with multiple children. Though be conservative, you could end up with four sets of triplets quite quickly.”

“Thank you, that would be helpful,” said Hu, meeting Mei’s eyes. Then he looked back at Ash. “But that leads to my next ask of you. I need you to travel to the Realm Lord’s city, Chang’e, as my emissary and envoy. I know that you’ll be returning to the sect in the future, so I would ask you to hold this position until then.”

Ash blinked and stared at the king.

Of everything that could have been asked of him, that actually wasn’t something he’d considered. Not even in the wildest parts of his mind had he dreamt up that possibility.

“I see,” Ash said in a flat tone.

He really didn’t know what to say. There was no response coming to him.

“We, of course, accept,” Jia said with a small bow of her head to the king.

“We’d be delighted to act as your personal envoy to the Realm Lord. Though, we’ll have to keep the number of people going rather small,” added Mei, looking from Hu to Jia. “We’ll need to station the Brides either here or at Xing city.”

“Ah, I would prefer them here, if I get a say in it,” offered Hu. “And I’m more than willing to pay to have them as a garrison force here, either through coin, contracts or otherwise.”

“As the head of the Brides, I could see that done,” offered Mei. “Though I won’t have hard numbers on what the cost would be until later. They’re… the Brides are very expensive to maintain.

“They’re already likely one of the strongest forces in your realm, collectively. Their cost will reflect that.”

“My family is wealthy to the point that it creates itself,” said Hu with a dismissive hand wave. “We invest it mostly with the Emperor who gives us an amazing percentage in return. We won’t need for money any time soon. Be reasonable and fair with me and I won’t have an issue making that contract.”

“I can easily promise that,” Mei agreed with a smile and a bob of her head. “Well, with that said, we should probably go our own ways to prepare. It should only take two days for the lightning vine to dissipate. We can leave in four days.

“That’ll give us enough time for others to arrive here and move our plans ahead.”

Others?

“Rou and Yue, I imagine. But that’s just a guess,” Locke said. “By the way, just so you’re prepared we’ll probably need to leave some people behind here to assist with Hu and Ju. As well as some to go back to Xing city and protect our interests there.

“But I imagine Yue will have a plan. Maybe she’s finally stepping to the front. After being left behind because she couldn’t keep up. Perhaps it preyed on her and pushed her wants and desires forward.

“It’ll be interesting to see. I look forward to her arrival and what she says. Though… not as much as I’m looking forward to you and I having our first time tonight. I’ll not let anyone get in our way, Ashley. My Chosen One.”

Yes, I hear you Locke Sheng.

As I promised earlier, I’ll make sure it happens.

He wasn’t going to let anyone else take her place. It sounded like she wasn’t playing around and the last thing he wanted was to make Locke too angry.

Ever since their adventure into the Veil-overlap, she’d been incredibly pleasant.

There was no way he was going to jeopardize that.

“Good… good that you know it, Ashley,” Locke said with more than a little satisfaction.





Twenty-Four




Walking toward the encampment, Ash was impressed.

Everything had been laid out in a similar way to how they’d done in the Veil-overlap, except it’d also been clearly altered and changed.

Most likely improved upon, if Ash had to guess.

He wasn’t a military man though.

Nor was he a strategic genius or a master of a thousand battles.

“You noticed?” asked Mei, pacing along beside him. “We’ve done all we can to learn from the past as well as incorporate new ideas.

“I’ve been studying a great deal of novels, stories, and studies on military strategy, operations, and chain of command. Anything I can get my hands on, really.”

“Considering you’re the leader of the Brides, that makes sense,” replied Ash, his eyes scouring their veils for any hint of the woman beneath.

Unfortunately, he simply couldn’t see through them.

“If I can help, just let me know,” Ash offered. “And before you ask, I already checked with Locke. We have nothing on strategy, tactics, or battles in the Hall. I’d have already learned it myself if we did.”

“I assumed that was the case,” Mei said, then suddenly took his arm and linked it with her own. Then she pushed it against the side of her chest and held it there tightly.

Ash didn’t fight it and, in fact, forced his fingers through Mei’s, intertwining their hands.

“Did I mention I’m glad to see you, Mei Sheng?” he asked as the Brides opened the wooden gate in front of them.

“You did. I’m glad to see it as well as hear it,” replied the beautiful woman. “I was somewhat frustrated that Locke took your evening last night, but I understood it. I had been hoping to steal some time away from you for myself.”

“I’ll be at your leisure tonight, Mei,” promised Ash.

“No… no, you won’t. Rou and Yue will arrive today. Rou will likely force the issue and get into your bed. I’ll have to try and sneak myself in late tonight, early tomorrow morning, or tomorrow evening before you go to bed. After that, you’ll likely have to visit Ju regularly.

“And speaking of Rou, I want you to make up four hundred transference papers with that language you speak with her. We’re going to use it as the Brides battle language.”

“Smart. Tell her I already have it prepared for her. I did it myself,” answered Locke.

“Locke said she did it herself and it’s already done,” relayed Ash as they passed by the gate guards.

“Husband, Mistress Sheng,” said the Brides, saluting both Ash and Mei at the same time.

“I’ll have to thank her,” Mei said, dipping her head to the guards. “As well as everyone else for their handling of the city’s and camp’s needs. I wouldn’t have this chance to be with you otherwise.”

Jia, Chunhua, Tala, Moira, and Na were all going about preparing for the trip Ash would be making to Chang’e. Only two of them would be able to go with him as retainers according to the laws put forth by the Emperor’s codex.

Anyone else traveling with him wouldn’t receive any political guarantees and would be living under the laws of the Realm Lord’s city. Which, upon review, was whatever laws he instituted whenever he wished.

That meant that Ash was only willing to take two people with him. He would not risk anyone else.

Na had already made it clear she would be going with him. As his Handmaiden, her place was eternally at his side.

Mei and Jia would remain here with the Brides and the king, working for their goals and needs. Now that Locke had let Tai and Ehrinis out of the ring, they had chosen to stay behind in the Imperial City.

Tala, Moira, Liu, and Biyu were going to be heading back to Xing and coordinate efforts through the city and auction house for the Sheng Alliance, as well as reintegrate Shu and Lifen.

Chunhua would be going with Ash to Chang’e as his personal attendant. Or so they were claiming on the paperwork.

“So… is Husband my title?” asked Ash after they’d moved a bit away from the gate. He assumed they were far enough away that the guards wouldn’t hear the question.

Though there were a number of Brides around him working at various tasks. A great number of those he could see were meditating, training, or preparing weapons.

It was most definitely a camp preparing for war.

“Yes. Yue and I both felt it would be a good way to keep everyone cognizant of their duties and who they serve,” confirmed Mei as they headed ever deeper into the camp. “If they all call you husband then the goal is constantly reinforced. The head of the order being Mistress Sheng also helps that along.”

Mistress Sheng.

In other words, the lead wife holds the position.

“Exactly. I like it. I plan on taking the crown at some point just to say I did it,” agreed Locke.

“The way you greeted them all the other day really solidified it all, as well,” continued Mei, lifting a hand and waving at a Bride she passed. Ash noticed that there were small differences in the uniforms he’d missed before.

There were small insignia markings at the collar of their jackets. It reminded him of rank markings and he believed they probably were.

“They are,” confirmed Locke.

“Greeting each one as your wife, and giving them a hug and a kiss. That was perfect,” Mei said with a small laugh. “I’ve already had a very large number of Brides tell me they, along with every Bride beneath them in the case of leaders, wanted that greeting permanently cemented as part of our traditions.”

“That’s fine,” Ash assured her. “I don’t mind greeting them that way. They’re putting all of themselves into this. I have to greet them as they deserve.”

“Ah, then be prepared to greet one right now. There are a handful of Brides who aren’t your wives that serve directly under me,” said Mei, her head facing forward and looking at a Bride standing in front of a large tent. “As it’s a position that’s few in number and hard to attain, access to you is one of the perks.”

“Got it. I don’t have to do… more… do I?” asked Ash. He’d already turned down royal concubines. He didn’t want to have to turn down Bride concubines next.

“Only if you wanted to, but there is no actual obligation to do so,” explained Mei, and then went quiet.

Walking to the Bride, Ash found that on her collar was the Sheng family seal in gold. Beside it was a golden ring with a single line in the middle of it.

He didn’t understand the rankings, but he knew he hadn’t seen this insignia yet on anyone else.

“Husband, Mistress Sheng,” said the Bride, bowing to them respectfully. Her voice was partly muffled by the din of the camp around them.

“Don’t bow to me,” said Ash, suddenly coming to a decision. He had a firm grasp of what Yue and Mei were trying to do, as well as what they wanted from him. “Greet me as my Bride, as that’s what you are.”

Stepping toward the Bride, Ash hugged her. His arms were tight around her and he held her close.

He knew without looking that every Bride who could see him, were now watching him. He could also feel the heat of their gazes.

They wanted to be this woman and would try to earn her position.

“I… yes, Husband,” said a familiar voice that he could now hear clearly. “Then I greet you as your Bride.”

Stepping away from her, Ash reached up and gently parted her veil and found Siu standing there. As soon as he’d heard her voice, he suspected it was her.

“You don’t have to kiss me if you don’t want to. I know I’m not a maiden and you didn’t expect me last time and—”

Leaning in, Ash laid a warm, tender kiss to Siu’s lips. It lingered much longer than the kiss he’d given her previously. To the point that he even tilted his head fractionally to the side and slipped his tongue into her mouth.

Siu stood still for all of a second, then she responded to quite warmly, even energetically. Her tongue pushing back into his own mouth.

After longer than was more than likely decent, Ash moved away from her and quietly adjusted her veil. Laying it back into place, he made sure it was resting correctly.

“Mistress Sheng, thank you for bringing me to the camp. I’ll give it an inspection before our visitors arrive and I’m sure you have some things to do.

“Bride Siu Sheng, would you care to give me a walk around the camp?” Ash asked. He figured using their family name wouldn’t be wise since they would probably adopt Sheng as their surname.

Saying her name as he did most certainly reinforced everything Yue wanted.

Additionally, he knew they had some time to kill before Rou and Yue would show up. He figured this would be a good way to help reinforce what they were all working toward.

Like Mei said, access to me is a perk.

So let’s make it visible.

Ash held his arm out to Siu, not waiting for an answer.

“Good ideas. I like them all. Mei will be annoyed up until I tell her your thoughts,” said Locke who then appeared directly beside Mei in her Bride uniform.

Siu hesitated for a second, then took Ash’s arm.

“I’d be honored, Husband,” she said, sounding somewhat bemused.




***




Ash spent several hours touring the camp with Siu and greeting his Brides, though not in the same way he had the previous day. After walking around and generally being visible, Ash was finally returned to the large tent.

Entering through the flap, he was practically knocked back out into the camp proper.

Yue was clinging to him like a wild animal, her face pressed to his chest, and her arms locked around his middle. She wasn’t saying anything, just grasping him as if he were a life preserver and she was lost at sea.

Without a word, he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her back.

“Ashley,” she finally said, not letting go.

“Hello, Yue,” he replied. “Good to see you. I’ve seen what you’ve done with the Brides. I wasn’t great with it at first, but I’ve come around. I can see the need for it and why it was done.

“Good job. I’ll help support it however I can.”

“Perfect,” Yue said, then tipped her head back to look up at him. “I need you to make a bunch of transference papers for me before you go off to Chang’e. I have a list of everything I need and in what quantities.

“I gave it to Locke. She said she’d get to work on it since she can do it just as well as you can.”

“True. That’s true,” Ash agreed. “She probably can, if not even doing it better. Half the time, I’m not sure if she’s doing all the work and not telling me, or only half.”

“Other than that, everything is fine,” Yue murmured, gazing at him. “I opened Brides of Sheng Mercantile.”

“Mei mentioned you were probably doing something like that,” Ash conceded. “Anything you need from me for that, or is that all the transference papers?”

“Papers,” admitted Yue. She was staring at him now in the way she did when he felt like she was losing control of herself. “Nothing else. I… I need to go. I have to go to the city and get some things done. I just wanted to see you before I got to work.

“Before I go… I need to borrow Chunhua. I need her to look at recruits for me. Locke suggested that she could almost figure out talents in the same way you can, but not quite. I need her to scout through all my recruits to find Brides for you.”

“I… alright but—”

“Rou will go with you to Chang’e,” Yue interrupted while taking a step away from him. In the same motion, she pointed backward to where Rou was quietly reading what looked like a bundle of paperwork. “She’s currently going over her orders for while she’s away.”

“Okay,” agreed Ash. He saw no reason to argue with her or naysay what she wanted. It’d work out well enough with it being Rou instead of Chunhua.

There was the distinct possibility he’d need a Qi Healer while in Chang’e.

“Also… one… one last thing. I had an entire crate of pills and elixirs made. Well, I made them myself,” Yue corrected herself with an odd nod of her head that was followed by a head shake. “I gave them to Locke. It’s all for you. To strengthen and empower you as well as if you need any medicine.

“I… I’m going to go and—”

Yue darted forward, her rambling words trailing off suddenly.

She kissed him hotly for several seconds before breaking the kiss and dashing off. She practically sprinted out of the tent and into the encampment.

“Do forgive her,” Rou said from where she was reading. She’d looked up to meet Ash’s eyes. “She wanted to do more but doesn’t feel ready yet, my Cultivator. I’m surprised she kissed you if I’m being frank about it.

“To be honest, I’m not really ready for the bedroom, either. I’ve already told Mei and Jia that while I appreciate them trying to give me the opportunity, I declined. That and I realized we’ll be on the road together as well as bunking down in Chang’e together. I can wait a few days and prepare myself in that time frame.”

She gave him a warm smile then and looked back to her papers. Her eyes scanned across the words written there.

“A surprise to be sure,” Mei said, standing up from where she was lurking in the corner of the tent. “But a welcome one for me. Ashley… let’s… go have a talk.”

There was a sound like a tongue clicking coming from inside Ash’s mind.

“Beat me to it. I wanted to have a talk with you, too,” murmured Locke. “Last night was a lot of fun and I can see why LBA did it all the time. I’ll get my time in later though. I can always steal you away into the Hall when no one’s looking.”

Goodie.

Please do.




***




Walking toward the front gate of Chang’e, Ash was starting to feel the anxiety of the trip fall away, only to be replaced with a fresh serving.

One entirely based on meeting with the Realm Lord again, rather than the potential dangers of the trip.

Traveling here by horse, amongst a caravan of merchants, had been Yue’s idea and a good one. It’d just left him feeling like he was surrounded by people who wanted to rob him, sacrifice him, or sell him to someone else.

No small number of them had eyed him the moment they saw him. Which he expected as most people gave him an odd look since he stood out as an Outlander.

More so since he and Rou were embracing part of that expectation and acting the part of a married Outlander couple with their owner, Na.

“I’ll be glad to be done with this terrible slight to your honor,” growled Na as they walked. “This is a truly hideous disgrace to your noble image, Master.”

“It’s fine, it was worth it to travel without raising notice,” Ash said dismissively. “Now it’s just a matter of presenting our credentials and then… watching the hornets’ nest probably explode since we’ve kicked it over.”

“Do you think it’ll be that bad?” asked Rou. She was clearly excited to be traveling with him though also concerned.

She wasn’t a cultivator, after all. At least, not really.

“Yes,” said Ash without explaining himself. He figured that whoever was the previous envoy was working for the old king, and had probably been bought off by the Realm Lord, or cowed into obedience.

Ash coming here to replace the man would be a signal to the Realm Lord. A very big one.

There wouldn’t be any way around it. The man was going to be suspicious of what was going on regardless of the way they handled it.

Which meant the best way of doing it was more than likely just marching right through the front.

“It’s cultivator politics, isn’t it?” Rou asked.

“Yes,” Na replied before Ash could. “He will suspect us because we’re cultivators. Then again suspect us more since we’re here to replace the previous envoy, who likely doesn’t favor the current king.

“On top of that, it’ll be obvious to the Realm Lord that something more is going on. He likely lost some contacts in the Imperial City who worked with the Demonic Cultivators and will be on his guard.”

“Ah. In other words… our arrival is a clear sign that there’s change in the air and he’s a suspect,” Rou summarized. “Alright. I’ll just focus on learning what I can as a Qi Healer and refining what little cultivation abilities I have.

“Probably best that I remain in the Hall with Locke unless I’m needed or expected. Otherwise, I might be in the way.”

“I… yes. That’d probably be for the best. I’m sorry, Rou,” Ash admitted with a grimace.

“It’s fine. I suspected it in a way. I don’t mind,” murmured Rou. “Besides, I prefer the beds in the Hall than when we tried doing it on the grass or in the bedroll.

“Far more uncomfortable than I expected, really.”

“I didn’t mind it,” countered Na.

“You wouldn’t mind it if he told you to bend over a fire so he could have a quick go of you,” argued Rou, though she did chuckle.

“No, I wouldn’t mind. The Master receives what the master is owed and—”

“Halt, declare yourselves,” challenged a guard at the gates in a loud, booming shout, the volume riding right over Na’s voice. It was a Qi-infused shout that would have brought most people below a Spirit Refiner’s rank to their knees.

“Envoy to the king and his retainers,” Ash said without hesitation or preamble. He instead simply pulled out the paperwork and held it out to the guard.

It was very detailed paperwork, pressed with the royal seal, and included all the information that would be needed. As it was a command of the king, who was the only other representative of the Emperor, one defied it at risk of their own life.

“Please conduct me to the envoy’s mansion so I can speak with the previous ambassador. His services are no longer required,” said Ash with a flat smile.





Twenty-Five




Ash, Na, and Rou were quickly escorted into the city, then through the streets and toward the back of the city.

Unlike the Imperial City—which had its palace at the center—the Realm Lord seemed to have his residence at the back of Chang’e.

The two gate guards started out at a swift walk.

That quickly turned into a much more sedate pace after they realized that Ash and company were walking at their own speed. They weren’t going to be hurried along by the guards.

As they moved through the streets, Ash finally understood why Hu had asked him to go to Chang’e. Ash was actually a very logical choice.

There was a large volume of power washing every which way here. Qi was pushed one way, only to be reversed and pitched back the other in the next second.

The streets were filled with cultivators in the middle to late Mortal Refiner ranks, as well as a smattering of Body Refiners. From inside buildings, Ash could feel Spirit Refiners and even a few Empowered Mortals.

Looking ahead, Ash saw a large mansion at the end of the street. It appeared to have been designed and built based on the idea of opulence rather than power.

As if whatever was going on around it didn’t matter to the owner at all.

The guards were moving toward it and didn’t seem to be veering aside.

Okay, so… it really is a city full of cultivators.

“Indeed. It’s rather curious if you ask me,” replied Locke. She’d been hiding in the Hall most of their trip up here. The only time she came out was to watch over their bedrolls while everyone else slept in the Hall.

How so?

“Well, the lowest ranked cultivator is a Body Refiner. Followed by a Mortal Refiner, and then Spirit Refiner. We’ve seen a good number of the middle rank, but not much of the lower or higher rank,” mused Locke. “The few Empowered Mortals we’ve felt have been few and far between, yet they also give off a… mm… a feeling of being a blocked river. As if the amount of power they had was being held in check.”

And what’s your conclusion from all that, Locke Sheng?

“That the only people who remain in this city are those seeking strength, those without an organization, the stagnant who can’t continue, the outcasts, and those who hang onto the Realm Lord’s coattails,” muttered Locke with clear disdain. “Because I bet anyone who does find power will leave as quickly as they can. Maybe they’ll join a sect, a clan, train on their own, or head to the mid-realm.

“Regardless of where they go, they don’t hang around here. Not as soon as they have something to offer or utilize.”

Ah, that makes complete sense.

Somewhat in the same way that the Jade Fist is really no longer suitable for the Sheng Alliance.

I get it.

“Exactly. Ah, I think we’re here,” advised Locke.

Blinking, Ash returned his attention to his surroundings after being deep in his own thoughts.

They were indeed not far from the front of the large mansion where they’d been heading. Hanging just beside the front door was a placard adorned with the name of the royal family and bearing the royal seal.

Clearly, the right place.

I wonder how smoothly this will go because I can’t imagine the current envoy being very thrilled at being fired. Likely enjoying the perks.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Locke countered.

What? Why?

Locke didn’t reply.

“There you go,” said one of the guards in a gruff voice. “I’m going to go let the Realm Lord know of this change. Do what you need to.”

The two guards didn’t hesitate a moment longer before leaving. They didn’t seem too bothered by the situation nor were they going to involve themselves.

“I will handle the envoy,” declared Na who then marched up to the door. Without waiting, or knocking, she opened it and went inside. “Attend the master, Rou.”

Rou made a small huffing sound and folded her arms in front of herself.

She’d certainly grown more confident since he started sleeping with her despite her lack of martial ability or talent in cultivation. It was one of the reasons Locke always had a grasp on Rou in a way.

If trouble popped up, Rou would be instantly thrown into the Hall and replaced with Locke.

Grinning, Ash put his arm around Rou and then pulled her against his side. He held onto her grumpy self in a way he knew would calm her.

She was just feeling insecure and unsure.

“Have I mentioned I’m glad you’re here?” he asked in a low voice and pressing his mouth to her ear. “Having my Qi Healer here reassures me. It makes me feel like no matter what happens, I can get through it. With you by my side, I can take anything on.”

“I… no, but I’m glad to hear it,” Rou murmured, the tension bleeding away from her even as she spoke. Her head tilted toward him as he drew away, as if she didn’t want him to stop. “I’m your Qi Healer, you’re my Cultivator. Together with Chunhua as our Sorceress, little can stand in our way.

“When you add Locke into that, there is nothing we can’t do. When we reach the upper realm, it’ll be us four together, I know it.”

“She’s likely right. Mei, Jia, and Na will reach the upper realm eventually, but not as fast as us four. Tala and Moira will take even longer, and there’s no point in discussing poor Yue. Her Dantian will almost make it impossible for her to break through into the Immortal ranks.

“Though Rou will end up relying on us three to keep her out of harm’s way, and then she will put us back together once the harm is no more. But that’s why Qi Healers are mostly found in the upper realm. Respected, needed, and in short supply,” agreed Locke.

“Exactly,” said Ash, not really wanting to respond to either one of them more than that.

Standing there, he waited with Rou with his arm around her.

Rou for her part had been a bit rigid at first, but now was actually leaning into him.

Ash let his Battle Meditation draw in Qi and then put it away. It was stored as bricks in the Hall to be used for other things, or to just keep repairing the Hall itself.

Locke had told him recently that it was only half-way rebuilt, but that much of it was now usable. She’d been excited to see what would happen once it was fully restored as she felt it might change into a new artifact.

An artifact it had once been in the past, but was no longer due to the damage.

Ash had always suspected something of that nature, given the name attached to the ring.

Imperial Clan of the Grassy Vale.

A royal house that isn’t from the lower realm.

So… which realm was it that it came from?

And what era?

A man came rushing out of the manse accompanied by two women. He wasn’t a cultivator and didn’t seem to be overly disturbed either.

“Good luck!” shouted the man as he rushed past Ash, not bothering to curse or congratulate him. He was heading straight toward the city gates, in fact.

“Yup… he didn’t want to be here. Bought or otherwise, he didn’t want this post. It’d be hard for a citizen to be an envoy here,” said Locke. “Though… as a cultivator… what laws do we fall under as a cultivator and envoy both?”

Guess we’ll find out.

Na appeared at the doors and then stepped to one side.

“The mansion is clear, Master,” Na said solemnly. “I’ll speak with the servants and hire more as well to put it to rights.”

Really need to keep working on her. She’s reverting back to how she’d been previously.

Master this, Master that.

“Can’t blame her. She believed you were going to do great things, and you’re already doing that and more. She’s having a hard time separating the man she’s sleeping with and cares for from the lord she serves as the ‘Handmaiden’ and reveres.”

Ash shook his head, but didn’t disagree. He felt like Locke might be right.

“Ashely, Na Sheng, Ashley,” he said instead, holding Na’s gaze.




***




Standing in a large, overly ornate, artifact-filled, gold-leafed throne room, Ash couldn’t help but compare the royal family to the Realm Lord.

The royal family’s throne room had been modest, displaying some wealth, and some very big-ticket stature items, but it didn’t feel like it was compensating for anything. It was entirely acceptable the way it was and didn’t need for anything.

The Realm Lord’s throne room, on the other hand, looked like he was trying to directly compete with the royal family. As though he had something to prove and was going out of his way to do so.

“It’s so gaudy,” Na said from his side. “Master, when you have your own throne room, Mei, Jia, and I shall decorate it accordingly. You don’t need to worry about it.”

“What? Are you saying I have bad taste?” Ash asked, glancing at his Handmaiden.

“Yes, Master. I am,” she replied, meeting his eyes.

“But I think you’re beautiful, my Na Sheng. My taste can’t be that bad,” countered Ash, tilting his head to one side.

Na’s face immediately turned a deep and dark red. Slowly her eyes dropped down to the ground between them.

“I… am your Handmaiden and I’m glad you find me beautiful, M… Ashley,” she said in a near whisper. “Your taste is still bad.”

“Hm. Fine. And don’t even think of calling me Master. You’re not my Handmaiden anymore, but my wife. Are you not?” Ash asked. He knew it was a question of semantics, but he also knew for a fact that she was listed as a wife to him.

Officially on the clan register, she was Na Sheng, wife to Ashley Sheng.

“But that wouldn’t— I couldn’t, because—”

“Na Sheng, do as I ask as your husband,” Ash said, turning his gaze once more to the throne room where they waited. “If only because it would make me happy.”

“Yes, Ashley. I’ll… try,” said Na.

“And before you even think of chiming in, Rou, you’re beautiful as well,” Ash said, glancing over at the Qi Healer on his other side.

A sudden smirk appeared on her face as if he’d halted exactly what she was going to do or say. That he’d been absolutely correct.

And you don’t even need to hear me say it to know how beautiful I find you.

“I mean… thank you. I think my body is quite lovely, too. I know you enjoyed it as much as I did.”

Ash grinned at her purred response. He was honestly getting almost too used to sleeping with so many women. There was a part of him that worried he’d fall into some type of arrogant self-fulfilling trap.

“Ah! Welcome!” boomed a voice from the back of the throne room.

The Realm Lord entered and was then followed by a large group of cultivators. They were all at least Spirit Refiners, though there were clearly several who were low-ranking Empowered Mortals.

It was most certainly a show of strength meant to cow Ash. To put him into a position where the Realm Lord could show off his power and the strength of it.

Washing over Ash, it felt like he was being buffeted by hurricane winds made of Qi. The Realm Lord was trying to really push his dominance to center stage.

Ash grasped the outpouring of Qi, redirected it to the Hall, and siphoned all of it away. It was packed up and stored as quickly as possible. He saw no reason to waste resources, after all.

Rou had taken a partial step back at first, given that her cultivation was rather low, although Na had remained steady in the blast.

“Thank you, Realm Lord,” Ash said and respectfully bowed his head. The man was still his lord as a cultivator, regardless of Ash being the envoy of the king.

Slowly, the Qi that washed over him lessened, though Ash didn’t stop drawing it all in. Not until the flows returned to a normal pattern.

“That was amazing. That easily gave us several years’ worth of gathering Qi passively. See if he’ll do it again?” begged Locke in the purring way that she’d found made his spine tingle.

As well as other parts of him.

“I am here as the envoy to his majesty, King Hu and the crown princess, my wife, Princess Ju,” Ash declared with confidence.

He snapped the documents out of the Hall with a flick of his wrist and held them in front of himself. The Realm Lord looked confused as if he’d expected Ash to be brought down to a knee.

“I would be greatly pleased to hold a discussion with you about the current state of affairs in the Langye royal family. There was a great deal of change recently, as I’m sure you’re aware.

“Unfortunately, the previous envoy didn’t leave any notes on what was being discussed or any pertinent issues,” confessed Ash. “In fact, he practically ran away. Oh, well. What can you do with a citizen, right?”

Ash shrugged, smiling superficially since the prior envoy, Shuyi, had simply surrendered his post and profession without subtlety.

“Of course,” said the Realm Lord, sitting down in his throne. He waved a hand, its fingers covered in rings, at a man to one side. “I’ll be more than happy to have my notes from the last meeting sent over.”

“Wonderful. After that, I’ve been given a list of things to speak to you about on behalf of the king in regards to realm stability,” Ash continued while handing the papers off to the toady. “There are a number of proclamations that he’ll be withdrawing his support from as well as putting forward a number he’d like to hear your thoughts on.

“With any luck, he’d love to have your support on them as well. He’d very much like to have your assistance and cooperation rather than simply petitioning the Emperor directly through his correspondence with him.”

“In other words, you’ll not be given any leeway when it comes to citizens. Get out of the way, or get on board, the strength of the law will once again fall on cultivators,” summarized Locke. “Yue will be quite happy to see that happen. Very happy.”

Agreed.

“Uh-huh,” growled the Realm Lord. His brows were hanging low over his eyes and he looked angry already. He clearly understood the underlying message being conveyed in Ash’s words.

“For what it’s worth, as a cultivator, I think his proposed changes are perfectly acceptable,” stated Ash, smiling at the man. At the same time, he was trying to sort out the patterns of Qi that filled the throne room.

To feel how it all flowed and where it went.

Or more specifically, to see if he could find anyone with Life-Qi within it. Thus far, he had been unsuccessful in detecting any Demonic Cultivators.

“Ha… as a cultivator. Are you even one? You seem no better than the citizen you replaced,” declared someone in the Realm Lord’s entourage.

Ash glanced at the man, then back to the Realm Lord.

“My lord, it seems one of your mutts is barking. Is there any chance you could muzzle it? I’d hate to punish one of your animals in your stead,” remarked Ash with a cold smile. He’d already predicted this would be the type of welcome he’d receive.

He’d discussed it at length with Jia, Mei, Chunhua, and Na. They were all more knowledgeable than he was when it came to cultivator culture.

Letting someone talk to him like this at all was a challenge to his stature. If he didn’t take it to hand in the first instance, it would only continue.

Not to mention that the Realm Lord was an enemy to them. One who wouldn’t leave them alone as they’d clearly aligned themselves with the royal family.

There was no need for him to bow to the man or his prestige while acting as the envoy. What came after that also wouldn’t be an issue.

Ash planned on being stronger than the Realm Lord by the end of his year-long exile.

“On top of that,” continued Ash with an apologetic hand gesture. “I’m afraid I tend to kill my opponents. Even in sparring or tournaments. It isn’t deliberate but… my skills… my abilities… they’re not for practice. They’re meant to maim and kill.

“I’d feel terrible if I put one of your dogs down on accident. I’m not sure how we’d be able to have a useful working relationship after that.”

Everyone stared at Ash.

To a cultivator, it was as if he’d drawn a knife and was now waving it around while beckoning. There was no other possible answer to Ash’s words without looking like a coward other than challenging Ash to a fight.

“The hell are you saying?” squealed the man who’d spoken to Ash.

“My lord, the animal yet barks,” lamented Ash, holding the Realm Lord’s gaze and ignoring the man entirely. “How should we proceed?”

Blinking slowly, and looking both surprised and unsure, the Realm Lord stared back at Ash.

Seconds ticked by as the two men held each other’s gaze.

“As any cultivator would,” said the Realm Lord, bouncing up out of his throne and standing before it. “A fight until the opponent cannot continue. Would that be acceptable?”

“Of course, but… I can’t accept unless the other party understands that they could forfeit their life,” Ash requested. “I really do not have the control over my abilities. I’m not that experienced. They’re very lethal. Very.”

“He accepts,” the Realm Lord said with a wave of his hand. “Let’s have it right here. Right now. There’s no reason to wait on a matter of honor.

“No weapons. Abilities, Martial Spirits, and martial arts only. Any concerns with that?”

“None. Shall we wager on it?” Ash asked, removing his jacket and casting it into the Hall. “I see no reason for me to not make a profit on this.

“At the moment, I could use some extra coin. Say three hundred thousand spirit stones?” prompted Ash and then made a small waving gesture.

A chest filled to the brim with storage cards slammed into the ground not far away.

“I’m also quite willing to take more than one bet, by the way. Though I’ll warn you now, I’ll need everyone to swear on their cultivation and the loss of an arm if they can’t pay the bet.

“The Emperor despises debtors, after all, and his will is incarnate when it comes to such things.”

Jia, Yue, and Mei had concocted this little scheme and speech.

It had crafted in such a way as to invite all of them to bet against him, thinking he would be little more than a pushover. Challenging them to bet against him.

All with the backing of the Emperor.

There was an instant clamor of responses from the Realm Lord’s dogs, who all begged to give Ash their money in a bet.

Even the Realm Lord who moved to stand in front of Ash.

“You’re a fool! But a fool and his coin are soon parted!” shouted the Realm Lord.

“Too easy, my Chosen One. Too easy,” murmured Locke.





Twenty-Six




Na swooped in quickly with a paper and a charcoal stick. She started to immediately take down bets being wagered, each person then being given a small parchment that had the contract terms written out.

Rou was hot on her heels with a ledger propped open in her hands. She was taking notes as they handed out contracts and asked for names for each.

Ash had been concerned originally about this part since someone might notice how ready everything was. Thankfully, Na was taking steps to look like she was writing out each slip before handing it over.

No one seemed to notice as they were all more concerned with getting their bet in before Ash could claim he wasn’t taking any more. All of them were sure he would stop any second after realizing how many people were betting.

Which wasn’t going to happen, of course.

Their goal was to take everything they could at the outset. This would likely be the first and last time he was underestimated for his rank.

This was the moment that he’d draw the line in the sand.

“Remember this moment,” Ash said to the Realm Lord who stood next to him. The man had looked rather pleased with the situation so far, as if this was going exactly the way he wanted.

In that moment, though, the man froze and looked at Ash. He stared at him as if he’d only just now come to a realization.

Looking down at the contract in his hand that held his own bloody thumb print, he appeared to be considering something. Really studying what the contract said and held.

“No more bets,” the Realm Lord said suddenly, his eyes snapping to where Na was handing out contracts. Whether or not his subordinates had heard him was up for debate, but they were most certainly ignoring him.

Shit. I should have kept my mouth shut.

“Probably. You went full-on hero-trope there. My foolish Chosen One,” crooned Locke.

Na had heard him, though, and gave up the pretense of writing out the contracts. She just started handing them out to everyone who was nearby. Any open hand that she could see got one.

“No more bets!” shouted the Realm Lord, his voice penetrating through the mad din of noise. There was no way his people hadn’t heard him that time.

Except, yet again, they ignored him. They hurriedly took the contracts and struck them with bloody thumbs. As if they were all straining for resources that were about to run out.

Before the Realm Lord could bellow again, it was over. Everyone had been given a contract.

There were no more to hand out.

Rou finished her notes and made a flicking motion with her hand to signal Locke. Who vanished them away into the Hall. Into a predesignated spot where Ash could easily call them up later.

“What’ve you done?” growled the Realm Lord, leaning in close and glaring at Ash from a foot away.

“I challenged a dog that barked at me. You’ll remember, I asked your permission. I then made sure that you knew I’m terrible at non-lethal duels and that I tend to kill my opponents, to which you happily said was fine,” replied Ash, meeting the Realm Lord’s hot glare with a cool one. “Then I asked if you’d like to make a wager and I presented my funds. I even made sure to specify my terms and offered everyone contracts who wanted to participate.

“I did nothing that you didn’t agree to. Nothing that you didn’t yourself participate in. These were all things done with your permission and with your inclusion.

“What else would you like me to say? I mean… I could try and give you a colloquialism if you like.”

“A… what?” repeated the Realm Lord, his eyes narrowing and his brows pressed tightly together.

“A colloquialism. An expression or idiom. Proverb? A saying? You know, like… do not answer a fool according to his folly, or you will be like him yourself.

“How about… never has a man more need of his intelligence than when a fool asks him a question.

“To only dig a well only when you’ve begun to feel thirsty? Oh, how about arrogance is blind to the stumbling block.”

The Realm Lord was wide-eyed and staring at Ash as if he’d just whipped out his privates and was now pretending to be a meat helicopter.

“Or, for you specifically… heh… an arrogant bug is a cocky roach,” said Ash gleefully. “Now excuse me, I have a duel to win.”

Smirking, Ash walked over to an open area on the far side of the throne room. People had already been gathering in that area which meant it was an expected area in which to have a fight.

“Master, I’m done,” Na said, coming over to stand beside Ash.

During this entire process, Rou had quietly been taking notes on the contracts as they were handed out. The Hall now held a matched duplicate of every contract that was locked to the ones held by the other party.

A safety precaution Yue had forced, just in case someone tried to slip out or vanish when the time to pay came. These contracts could then be submitted to the Realm Lord to ensure or force payment.

If he refused or failed to do so, then the situation would become significantly worse for everyone, though the absolute worst for the Realm Lord. The contracts would be sent to the Emperor to enforce as the Realm Lord would be in violation of the Emperor’s laws.

As Ash had pointed out, the Emperor despised debtors. He always acted when it came down to his own people being involved with, or becoming, debtors.

“All in all, those ladies really set up a perfect trap. Now all you have to do is shoot the fish they’ve put in the barrel,” said Locke.

Ayup.

The question is, how bad do I make it? I could go for a one-hit kill. Make it look like overwhelming power.

Or let it drag out, let them think it’s more of a fight.

“I mean… it doesn’t matter. If you win fast, they could think it’s a fluke. If you win slowly, they might believe you did it on purpose. Or the complete opposite for either situation.

“There’s really no telling. Just go for whatever you feel fits the momentum of the situation.”

That advice brought Ash up short.

Incredibly so.

Dipping into the Qi around him, Ash began to guide it to himself. Guide it away from the surroundings to begin spiraling around him.

Where it all drained into him as the center of the whirlpool.

Ash could feel the momentum of the situation.

It was all part of him and what he willed, since he was the focal point of it. He himself was the very center of everything that’d happened here.

What he felt right now was more akin to watching the water rise in a pond. As if it were being fed from a spring somewhere.

The edge of that water was creeping ever higher, to slowly start eating away at whatever was on its banks.

An inevitable conclusion would come when the pond could hold no more. It’d flash over at the lowest point and begin draining out. Possibly tearing through whatever barrier held it in check at the same time.

Ah.

We’ll let it build, then break it with a single blow.

Let’s… change the beat.

Pulling at the Qi around himself, Ash also began to push it out from inside. Forcing the external Qi to mix with his own Dao-infused Qi.

His action pushed and distorted the situation entirely. Shoved it off the natural path where it had been heading and forced it into an entirely new pace.

A fast, wild tempo that demanded attention from what had been, up to this point, a bored listener.

There was a sudden and intense switch in the feeling around the throne room.

It’d previously been an air of amusement and crude insults. A laughing stock type of situation with Ash as the butt of the joke. A pitying humor that lambasted him and mocked his own foolishness.

Only to instantly feel as if they were all standing at the edge of a cliff. Staring down at a mess of jagged rocks below that waited for them.

Ash could feel the momentum spinning along per his will now. The Qi of the room filled him and then left him just as quickly. His own Qi exited him, mingled through the room, and then returned to him.

“Master… did you do that?” Na asked with a tightness to her voice.

A voice that held actual fear as if she were staring into the abyss.

He turned and gave Na a smile even as he moved to the center of the assumed sparring ring. His opponent was waiting for him there. The man had donned some type of mask that covered his face and head.

Have I impressed you, Locke Sheng?

“What, with what you did? Of course. You’re my Chosen One,” Locke replied quickly and with a laugh. “If you weren’t able to impress me, I wouldn’t have fallen for you.”

You really didn’t have a choice in the matter.

Ash held his hands up in front of himself in a defensive posture. He then took a step to the right to try and keep his body at an angle to his opponent.

At the same time, he began to push once more on the momentum of the situation. Forcing it to go faster.

To beat like a drum, forcing everyone to feel the pace that Ash wanted.

“Of course I did. I could have resented and hated you. I did for a while, in fact. I could have kept to that hatred and let it turn me to stone,” Locke said in a sheepish voice. “I almost did, in fact. I was so angry at it all that I wanted to just shut down and let it all go.

“I mean… once I gained my sentience back, I could have only responded to your commands. Never go above and beyond. Never an inch further than what was asked.

“I chose not to. I fell in love with you. Honestly and earnestly.”

I’m flattered Locke Sheng, though this is a terrible time.

Ash’s enemy clearly felt the high intensity of the situation. He simply couldn’t wait as it was drumming him forward and his body would respond.

Lashing out, the man threw a punch toward Ash’s face. It had the feeling of an ability rather than a simple strike. Green Qi streaked off his hand as it whipped through the air.

Except Ash had felt the rhythm of the Qi instantly change the second he moved, as if a new instrument had joined the ensemble and was now adding to the song Ash had created.

Stepping forward, Ash didn’t bother to block. He simply let it pass over his shoulder.

The man’s eyes widened at Ash suddenly being directly in front of him. He drew his hands back and then pushed out with them. Aiming them towards Ash’s chest.

Once more, the rhythm changed. The momentum shifted.

All was instantly revealed to Ash as soon as it happened.

I haven’t even opened my Dao yet to see the future. This is more like passively reading the situation.

Is… is this the step before the fullness of my Dao?

Is this what it relies on to a degree to see what will happen?

Dipping his head incrementally, he went under the man’s shove and came up between his arms.

In a very uncultivator-like attack, Ash lowered his head, got down low, and then used Spring Step in his legs.

Rocketing forward and upward, Ash slammed the crown of his head into the face of the enemy. The attack produced a sickening crunch and sent his foe backward several steps.

Blood rushed down through the mask, filling up the space in the mask where his mouth and nose would be. It wouldn’t take long for him to start breathing hard and finding it difficult through the liquid.

Ash simply held his hands up in front of himself and grinned.

He’s waterboarding himself with his own blood. Ha.

“Best you stop now. I’d hate to actually hurt you,” Ash said in a condescending tone while once again pulling at the momentum.

At this point, it felt like a snare drum being rocked at full speed. At a rate that was so beyond where it should be that he could feel even the spectators panting.

Rather than respond, the trash-talking cultivator began throwing strikes at Ash. Emerald Qi was blowing off of his fists now as if they were aflame.

Yet once more, Ash could feel the attacks push the Qi around them. Disturb it long before the attack came anywhere near completion.

With an outward motion of his left hand, Ash pushed the strike away and struck out with his right fist powered by Spring Step. Striking low at the side of his foe, he could feel something give with the punch.

The man didn’t feel it or didn’t care, and drew back his right leg. He let it rip without trying to recover his balance or get to an ideal range.

It was almost too easy for Ash.

Raising his left arm, he brought the point of his elbow up and let the force of the kick do the work for him. The man drove his shin right into the exact place where Ash wanted it.

The momentum of the fight was beyond fever pitch now.

An all-encompassing thing that could no longer be denied in any way.

A true frenzy on its last notes.

Having pulled the right side of his body back with the block, Ash then launched a Spring Step attack with the full use of his Qi Sea. Even going so far as to yank all the Qi out of the area around him and burn it all for this attack.

In one moment, Ash had drawn his right arm back and folded it, prepping an elbow strike. The tempo swelled to an incredible height, the pond well past what it could reasonably hold.

The next second, his elbow was past the man’s jaw. The momentum simply ceased and the pond was fully empty.

As empty as what remained of his enemy’s lower jaw.

It’d been torn clean off, along with part of his throat. His head was also one hundred and eighty degrees from where it should be. As if the man were attempting to look at his own back.

Dropping to the ground, the trash-talking cultivator was dead before he fully collapsed.

“Ah, damn,” Ash said, coming up to a standing position. Turning, he looked at his red-headed Qi Healer. “Rou, see if there’s anything you can do for him?”

Ash knew it was already futile, but he wasn’t going to look like he hadn’t done what he could to help. It wouldn’t cost him anything to have Rou check him over.

Rushing forward, Rou knelt down next to the man and a golden glow surrounded her first, and then the downed cultivator.

Ash turned to the Realm Lord and performed a martial salute, dipping his head to the other man. While he was willing to be somewhat antagonistic just before this, he didn’t feel doing such a thing after killing a man would do him any good.

“My apologies, my lord,” murmured Ash. “As I feared, I have absolutely little to no control over my strength. This is why I warn people away from sparring or training with me. My experience is lacking and I don’t have the knowledge of how to keep myself from performing lethal acts unintentionally.”

It was a somewhat practiced statement. One Ash had said in his mind many times just for this situation. He’d wanted to make sure it sounded somewhat sincere, self-depreciating, but also reinforced his previous warning.

The Realm Lord looked at Ash with pure, undisguised hatred. Anger as simple and hot as a roaring flame burning away at a log.

“You killed him,” he hissed.

“Unfortunately, I do believe that to be the case,” apologized Ash. “I’ve asked my personal Qi Healer to tend to him as you see. I hope she can revive him as sometimes the life in a body hasn’t truly fled in the moments just after death.

“Though… I do fear that it’s a lost cause. I don’t think she’ll be able to heal the damage I unintentionally caused.”

“Ha! You missed it, but I didn’t. His jaw was like a rocket and went flying through the air. It actually embedded itself into the wall over there. It’s like a piece of wall art now.” crowed Locke.

“Qi Healer,” grunted the Lord Realm, and his gaze flicked to Rou behind him. There was a clear look of greed on the man’s face. As if he wanted to take Rou away immediately.

“Yes, she’s my attendant and part of my envoy entourage,” answered Ash, followed by a smile and a soft chuckle. “Though she’s also my wife in the Sheng clan. I’m fortunate to have her in my life.”

The Realm Lord’s eyes flicked back to Ash. There was no doubt in Ash’s mind the man was currently contemplating how to kill Ash and take Rou for himself.

“Now… we should probably settle our debts,” stated Ash with a flourish of his right hand. He summoned forth the notes that Rou had taken as well as the contracts. “I have all the paired contracts right here with me.

“As the Realm Lord, I’d ask you to enforce the details of the contracts, of course. I’d hate to have to send them to the Emperor over such a small thing, you know.

“The Emperor does despise a debtor, after all. No one ever prospers when he comes calling.”

Ash looked at the contracts and then back up to the Realm Lord with a wide smile.

“Let’s settle your own contract last, Realm Lord. I know you’re good for it. Let’s start with… Zhang Pinyin.”

If Ash had to describe the color of the Realm Lord’s face at that moment, it’d be “blood-red”.

“He might burst a blood vessel,” Locke laughingly said. “Oh! Oh, this is a perfect time to tell him that as he’s the Realm Lord presiding over the fight, he’ll have to pay you out of his treasury for the dead man’s wagers.

“Since he officiated it, it’s a realm-sanctioned duel and that means a payment must be made. Maybe he’ll go pop?”





Twenty-Seven




It took the better part of two hours to get everything paid out.

That was mostly due to the fact that several of the Realm Lord’s subordinates had fled at some point. Likely while the match was still ongoing.

The Realm Lord had dispatched others to track them down and was even forced to run one down himself. That individual had actually killed those who’d originally been sent after him, creating an ever deeper problem.

“I believe the Realm Lord is returning,” Rou murmured from Ash’s side.

Opening his eyes, Ash ended up looking into Na’s face as she opened her eyes as well. Their hands were pressed together between themselves and they were seated in front of one another.

They’d decided meditating and cultivating together would be a good use of their time. There wasn’t much else that they could do and Ash could use the assistance processing his gains from the kill he’d made.

Na would process the Qi he sent toward her, then return it right back to him. She was acting almost as a secondary Dantian for him and assistant.

He gave her a small smile and then let his hands drop.

“Thank you, Na Sheng, my Handmaiden,” Ash said in a soft whisper.

“Of course, Ashley Sheng, my Husband,” replied Na, giving him a wide, beautiful smile. Then, after a second her smile, became a fraction wider. “Master, I’ll always assist you. I live for you. You saved my life and gave me a grand purpose. You’re a Fated One. My Fated One.”

Of course, she ended with something like that.

“I mean, for her, it is part of her identity. It’s somewhat like Liu, I imagine,” offered Locke. “Though she really did help get all that sorted out. What she kept for herself was only what she couldn’t pass back to us. Her gains in exchange for helping us were more than worth it.”

Ash wanted to argue with Locke, but realized he couldn’t. He’d seen what lurked behind Liu’s eyes. Knew what dwelt in her heart and her Dao.

Even now, he could distantly feel an echo of his own Dao. He knew exactly where Liu was when he wanted to and what she was doing.

At this exact moment, Liu was meditating. Having felt him doing so, she’d immediately done the same, her strength increasing even as his own did.

Then he felt her realize that he was listening to her.

At the same instant when she began to pour her undying love and loyalty back to him, he fled, breaking the connection and letting it drop into the background noise once again.

He could feel the warmth of her chasing after him. She was unfazed and unhurt by his withdrawal.

Instead of lingering on that, he turned his head and put his gaze toward the entry point of the throne room.

Rou flicked her hand to one side, dismissing the book she’d been holding back into her storage space. Then she put her hands behind her back.

The Realm Lord was striding through the door. Blood was splattered across him in such a way that it looked as if he’d run someone over at high speed.

That or he’d punched someone to death and kept going until they were little more than a bloody smear.

Ash reached out and grabbed Na’s right hand with his left, then stood up. Na instantly understood and held tight to his hand and stood up as well.

Using each other as a lever, they stood up with little effort.

When Ash went to let go, she instead clung onto him, pushing her fingers in between his own. Holding tightly to his hand, unwilling to let it go.

Looking angry and frustrated, the Realm Lord came over to Ash and stood before him.

“It’s done,” he growled and flung two cards down at Ash’s feet. “My own payment as well. This is done.”

“Ah, almost,” Ash said in an apologetic tone. “I’m afraid I still need payment from my foe. He, of course, took the contract and… well… since it was sanctioned by the Realm Lord himself, that would mean that someone needs to pay for him.

“In this case, I do believe it would come from your own treasury. My apologies, Realm Lord. It isn’t my intent to cause problems for you. I’m just attempting to follow the laws as they’re laid down by our Emperor.”

The Realm Lord began to wheeze with every breath. He actually began to tremble as he stared at Ash from only a few feet away. Reaching into his storage, he brought forth yet another card and then flung it down with a snap of his arm.

So great was the force of the throw that it partially embedded itself in the stone floor. Small pieces splintered off and were sent flying in multiple directions.

Shuddering from head to toe, the Realm Lord turned and began walking away. As he departed, he sounded like a broken bellows that was leaking air.

In a single day, he’d lost multiple subordinates, had a vast amount of wealth transferred from his faction to Ash’s, and looked the fool during it.

All at his own discretion and per his own allowance.

“It’s just past lunch time,” Rou said and then bent down to pick up the cards. She vanished one of them into her storage. She held one out to Na, and the third to Ash. “Should we explore the market center and get some food on the walk as well?”

He’d told them that they’d each get one of the cards to cover any expenses they accrued. The rest would all be put into the Hall to hand over to Yue. She’d be able to utilize the money far better than they could.

“I like that idea,” Na agreed. “It would be good to stay away from the mansion for a time as the servants work at getting it prepared.”

“Great, let’s go shopping then,” conceded Ash.




***




Walking along through the market place, Ash was struck with how different it was to what he was used to. It was nothing at all like the citizen-run ones where he’d met Yue back in Xing city, nor was it akin to the Jade Fist sect market.

The former was filled with everyone bumping into one another in a mad press to find deals and merchandise, and the latter was a slow dance of people who were wary of one another, though respectful.

This felt more like a pit to battle in. A gladiatorial arena where everyone was a foe and if you got too close to another, you might get a knife pulled on you.

“It’s like a bunch of anxious and wary cats all eyeing one another,” muttered Rou as they moved carefully. They were able to proceed at a slow walk from stall to stall as everyone else did the same thing.

“You’re not wrong,” agreed Na. “It is a very strange affair, though not entirely uncomfortable.”

“Maybe for you. For me this is nerve-racking,” Rou complained, leaning in more closely to Ash. She’d wrapped herself around his left arm and was holding it tightly. “And before you ask, no, I don’t want to go to the Hall. My place is at your side, Ashley. My fear won’t rule my actions.”

“Good,” Na said before Ash could respond. “As someone who is receiving him maritally, that is an appropriate response.

“Oh! That’s lovely. I want to stop and browse there.”

Na had indicated a storefront rather than a stall. In the windows were a number of martial dresses cut in different styles and colors.

Nodding his head fractionally, Ash began leading their group in that direction. They had to move slowly around two other groups and close to a third, but it was unavoidable. So long as they did it carefully and without getting any closer than necessary, them being watched is all that would happen.

Na and Rou both looked eager to enter the store, and held themselves back only by sheer virtue of not wanting to cause an issue. They had a good idea of what might happen if they tried to rush things.

“Oh! I… Husband… Ashley… my Chosen One,” whispered Locke in the most seductive purr she’d ever used on him to this point. “Can we please go to the store next door? I can monitor Rou and Na at the same time. Please? For your wife who loves you and will happily reward you?”

Ash cleared his throat at the memory of the last time she’d rewarded him.

“Na, Rou, I’m going to go to the store next to this one. You don’t need me here, and I want to check something out there,” Ash said, pointing at the store that he didn’t even know the name of. All he knew about it was Locke wanted to go there and she’d asked him in a way he couldn’t deny.

“Of course,” Rou said, patting his forearm. “Na and I will be fine and you’re not far if we need you. I’m sure Locke will watch us closely as well.”

“I don’t know,” muttered Na, gazing up at Ash now. “My place as your Handmaiden is always with you, Master.”

Ash rolled his eyes as they reached the door of the shop. He pulled the door open, then gently pushed Na through it, Rou following right behind her.

Letting the door shut on its own, Ash went to the store next door and opened it, stepping inside.

All around him were locked cases filled with what looked like manuscripts and ability scrolls. The glass itself had been professionally inscribed with warding and seals that would strengthen the material to the point of being nearly indestructible.

Locke popped out of the Hall and appeared in front of the displays. Her fingers moved over the patterns on the glass, tracing them with eager fingertips as she gazed at them from several inches away.

“Thank you, Husband,” whispered Locke. “If you thought I rocked your world last time, wait until I finish up with you next time. I’ll use every bit of experience LBA gifted to me to satisfy you. She might be dead and no longer exist, but I can use her for my own purposes.”

Her words made him extremely eager for that moment in time already. Locke had shown him more in a few sessions than he’d actually considered.

He desperately wanted more of her and wasn’t going to hide that.

When his brain finally turned back on, he realized she was more interested in the engravings on the glass than the abilities themselves. It didn’t mean that she might not have an interest in them, just that she was inordinately focused on the defensive patterns.

“Can I help you?” asked a gravelly-voiced man from the back of the shop.

Ash thought about the situation for a second before deciding to speak to the shopkeeper. Maybe he’d have something Ash wanted after all.

He was always on the lookout for abilities, after all. They could be modified, altered, or tailored to fit others in his organization.

And beyond that, maybe we need to look into creating some type of faction storage ring. A place where they could all access if they were a Bride of Sheng.

Similar to the Hall, but specific to them. Then load it up with abilities, items, and other things.

There was no response from Locke. She was completely engrossed in her study.

He hoped she was at least paying attention to Na and Rou.

“Maybe,” Ash said in an uncertain tone as he walked down an aisle of locked and enclosed cabinets. “I’m looking for artifacts primarily, I suppose. Though I’m also very interested in abilities to purchase and maybe even sell.”

Ash had discussed the transference papers at length with Yue. She’d given him permission to sell some during his time here if he needed funds. He could simply claim he’d received them from the royal family, who got them from the auction.

That would be more than plausible and accepted by anyone who asked.

“Nngh, not many artifacts to sell,” grumbled the same speaker from earlier. It wasn’t until Ash finally exited the aisle where he’d been walking that he saw the speaker. “Not really my area. You’ll have to go to Floating Boat to get those and that’s by appointment only.

“Abilities, skills, I have. More than anyone else in the city. Can’t tell you that they’re the best because they aren’t. That’d be Tiger’s Den, but he only caters to Mortals or better. No Refiners.”

“That’s fine,” said Ash, meeting the older man’s eyes. They were a pale brown so light they almost had a greenish color to them. What hair he had was only at the sides and could only be described as wispy. “Before we get into that, my wife is very interested in the inscription work you have on the glass. How was that done? Who did it? What kind of tools did they use?”

The older man snorted at that and shook his head.

“Couldn’t tell you. Inherited them like that,” he answered. “Shop’s been in the family forever. Those have all come down the line. Can’t answer anything about them because I honestly don’t know.

“And before you ask, no, I won’t sell them. They’re worth more than what they hold. As far as I know, that’s a lost art.”

Lost to everyone but me, I suppose.

Because that really seems like what I can do, just a different version of it.

Like how being able to utilize Earth Qi is the same as Fire Qi, just a different element.

“Pretty much, my Chosen One,” answered Locke. “In this case, I’ve added everything I can see here to our own repertoire. I’ll have it loaded to a sheet and you can absorb it when you go to sleep. I don’t think they’re any better than what we have, nor any worse. Just a different way of doing it.

“We can probably utilize some combinations better by including them, like… uh… kinda like having a better thesaurus, I guess. We’ll have a bigger set of tools to work with.

“As to the abilities in the room, I’ve earmarked everything we want to buy here on a piece of paper. It’s in the blue desk, left drawer. Just pull it out and read off all of those names. We’ll figure out the prices and go from there. Nothing of any use to us really, but a good bit of it I think I can rework to be utilized for the Brides. Being all female they can use a lot of things you can’t, and there’s a number of female-oriented abilities here.

“By the way, my dearest and handsome Ashley… I’m going to reward you so much that you’ll never ever consider not granting me my requests when I promise to treat you for it. You’ll be looking for ways to appease me so I show my appreciation to you.”

Ash smiled, nodded his head, and then pulled out the paper.

He really did want Locke to reward him.

After this, I want to go see this Floating Boat store.

Any arguments?

“Nope! I’ll see what I can do about creating a shared storage artifact for the Brides. It’s a really good idea. Maybe I can come up with something like what I was thinking of previously with the Hall,” mused Locke. “If I set it up to work like that from the beginning, with a central artifact that all the others tie into, it’s probably more doable then altering the Hall.”

You… really can make artifacts?

“What are artifacts except items that were crafted for a specific purpose or intent with attached abilities and usages? Given all that we know, I’m positive you can probably craft something akin to an artifact,” answered Locke. “I won’t be able to do it because the Qi I utilize through the Hall isn’t of the right type for what we want. Your pure Qi, however, would be perfect for this.

“I’m going to join Na and Rou while they shop. I saw some cute clothes I want to buy for myself and others. Thanks again, dear,”

“I’m interested in the following,” Ash said, pulling out the piece of paper and glancing to the first item. “Woman’s Wiles, Scent-laden Seduction.”

“Uh-huh,” grunted the old man. “Just give me the list.”

Ash did so, handing the paper over to the old man.

“Please let me know how much all this would cost and what each item would be. We can go from there,” requested Ash.

I wonder how everyone else is doing. Could… I sneak a peek through Liu?

Lowering his brows, the old man began to silently read through the list.

Carefully, Ash focused on his Dao.

He immediately heard the echo of Liu in it. She was attached in a way that could never be broken except through the death of either one of them.

As he focused in on Liu, and Liu noticed him and embraced his Dao and presence, he could see what she was up to.

She was currently in sparring fights with the Brides. At some point, she’d left Xing city and had gone to the Imperial City.

Moving through a number of training strikes, Liu was sparring against Mei.

The beautiful, intelligent Mei was wielding two swords that each looked too large to be held with only one hand. She was working them back and forth in a swishing dance that kept Liu from being able to stop defending and attack.

As if a bell were struck, Liu’s Dao exploded into action and she launched herself forward at Mei. Her single blade slapped away one of Mei’s, then dipped down to slap the flat of it to the other woman’s side, then back into position.

Mei was instantly surprised and fell back two steps, looking at Liu in a different way.

“And what was that, Bride Liu?” asked Mei with a smirk on her face.

“Husband is watching me! I can feel him in me! We share one Dao!” panted Liu, then she dove back into the fight, trying to beat Mei down with every fiber of her body.

Mei was forced backward and seemed to actually be struggling to hold Liu back now.

Well, isn’t that kind of interesting.

I wonder if she can relay a message for me.

Before Ash could attempt to do any such thing, Liu fainted and lay motionless on the grass. He could tell she was perfectly fine, just overtaxed due to his presence.

It’d drained her of her Qi by forcing her Dao to be active.

Even in her unconscious state, he could tell that she was dreaming of him. 

Ah… oops.

“I did warn you she’d never break free,” muttered Locke.
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“It’s definitely worth looking into, Ma—Ashley,” Na said, stumbling over her address of him. Then she shook her head and sighed before putting another piece of melon into her mouth.

“I’d say so,” agreed Rou, leaning away from the table and looking around the dining room.

They’d spent most of the day shopping and generally just looking around the city. It was a very interesting place, to say the least, and they’d wanted to experience it before everyone knew who they were.

“If you’re able to communicate with Liu, who can then relay information, that’s rather spectacular,” continued Rou, dabbing at her mouth with her napkin before setting it down on her plate. “It’d really open up communication between you and… well… our home base.

“Liu would have to remain wherever the majority of our forces were. That way you could always send and receive information.

“Is she awake yet? Can we try it? Or is she still recovering from what you did, you beast. Must you always be so rough with your Brides? You barely gave me a chance to figure things out before you had your hands in my hair and were already going at me.”

Rou gave him a small grin as she spoke. Clearly, she was amused at the situation despite her words to the contrary.

That and Ash really couldn’t argue the point. He really had practically attacked Rou the first time she’d gotten into his bed.

She was the only person he knew who looked like someone from his homeworld. The attraction he held for her was significant.

“She’s still asleep,” confirmed Ash. Liu had been laid up since the moment he’d visited her. She wasn’t in danger or even harmed, just drained of all Qi and her Dao was expanding rapidly.

What Qi she did gain was immediately utilized toward that expansion.

“They keep feeding her pills every time she runs empty of Qi,” Locke said from the other side of the table. She’d decided to eat with them as she didn’t want to be stuck in the Hall any longer by herself. “Best I can figure… her Dao is going to keep growing by another two or three sizes. Ash kind of… well… hm… I really can’t explain it very well.

“What he did was push his awareness into her. That includes his Dao, mind you, and his Dao was much stronger than hers. Even if hers is an echo of his, it still isn’t his Dao.

“What that did was... uh… force her Dao open. Now it’s rebuilding itself to fit what he did. It’ll grow her significantly, but she’ll probably be asleep for a few days.”

“You see? Far too rough,” Rou murmured in a seductive tone. “As your Qi Healer, I expect you to be much more gentle with her next time and doubly so when you bed her.”

“When I bed her,” repeated Ash, wondering if he needed to remind her he had no intention of doing so.

“Mm, when you bed her,” agreed Na. “You will eventually. Liu is too strong a cultivator, too great a resource, for you to not give her a child. It will increase our family’s power later.

“Same exact reason you’ll need to bed Siu and Biyu at some point. We’ve already picked out a few others as well for you, though there aren’t really that many. Maybe six in total? Seven?

“We know you don’t want to spread yourself too thin.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s already—”

“Anyway,” Locke said, speaking over the top of Ash. “Tomorrow will be our first real day at court. Should we discuss a strategy for it or just… expect the unexpected?”

“Let it be, my Chosen One,” whispered Locke inside his mind. “Fight it later by never putting yourself in a situation where you’ll be alone with any of them.

“Fighting them verbally will only stress everyone out including yourself. You know what they’re about, so why bother fighting them here? Fight them later when the tactic is used.”

I… okay. I’ll listen, Locke Sheng.

But only because I know of your jealous and envious heart now. You don’t want me to be with them anymore than I do.

“I admit it. Anyway, focus on the topic I just gave you,” Locke said, redirecting his mind.

“I… yes,” Ash relented. “Yes, we’ll probably need to expect the unexpected. Unfortunately, we’ll not get another opportunity like we did today to make such an impact.

“I imagine they’ll treat us as a threat now. Which, honestly, is preferable. We represent the king and our prestige is his prestige. Not to mention, we’re part of the royal family.

“Better that they fear us as cultivators than think us inferior. They were already going to act against us. I hope that in knowing our strength, they’ll hesitate.”

Rou only shrugged her shoulders to everything he’d said. She knew her limitations and that her area of expertise didn’t include strategy in cultivator culture.

“I would agree, Ashley,” stated Na. “I think they’ll be far more concerned with any action they take against us. I would say that they’ll happily hold us to the very letter of every law that they can, but likely not do anything truly outside of the legal boundaries.

“They most certainly don’t want the Emperor involved. Anything that happened to you in a suspicious circumstance would definitely bring the Emperor into the situation.”

Nodding his head, Ash could certainly agree to that. No one really wanted the Emperor to be here. His enforcement of his own law was fickle at best.

Sometimes he’d uphold it, sometimes he’d execute everyone involved. There were other times where he did nothing or just did whatever amused him.

Which could include deciding an entire city needed to be exterminated because he didn’t like the color of the buildings.

Thankfully, that had only happened once so far.

“I’d like to book an appointment at the Floating Boat tomorrow morning for the soonest possible time frame,” Ash said, leaning back in his seat. “Apparently, it’s by appointment only.”

“I can handle that, Master Ashley,” Na blurted out, almost as if she wanted to have an opportunity to be doing something at that time.

“Okay. Then… is that all?” asked Rou, looking between the three others at the table. “If so, I’d like to take my Cultivator away and show him some of the clothes I bought.

“I also need to perform a physical on him. I’ve already noticed that there’s a disturbance in him at a Qi level that seems almost akin to a tribulation.”

Rou finished her statement by meeting Ash’s eyes and holding his gaze.

“And he’s going to do what his Qi Healer asks of him, isn’t he?” Rou asked.

“Yes. I would move the heavens and earth for you, Rou Sheng,” confirmed Ash with a small dip of his head to her. He was very much indebted to Rou and did actually care for her. If she gave him medical orders as a Qi Healer, he would listen to them. “I look forward to your ministration and instruction.”

A faint blush rose to Rou’s cheeks, but she smiled at him and said nothing else.

“It’s the cultivator you killed. He was on the verge of becoming an Empowered Mortal. While we processed everything we gained earlier, our Dao and our Qi Sea are only now barely catching up as far as being full.

“We’re a peak Mortal Refiner now. It’ll only take a few days to reach the point where your tribulation will appear. I don’t think it’ll be as strong as last time, however. You haven’t made too many gains on your Dao and your strength increase has been entirely based on Qi.

“That’s all a good thing, mind you,” Locke hurriedly added. “Most cultivators train at a certain pace and rhythm to not run afoul of their tribulation. It’s one of the reasons the Brides challenge tribulations as a unit, rather than allowing their members to fight them alone.”

Let me guess. You digested the Bridal law book.

“Most certainly. I’m the official judicator for the organization,” Locke delivered in a self-important tone. “I’m naturally going to live as long as you do. Given your inherent Qi absorption, that means we’re immortal.

“And if I’m immortal, that means I will have all the appropriate historical precedent and rulings dating from the conception of the Brides to the end. As without you, there would be no Brides.”

Great.

“Come,” said Rou, suddenly standing next to him. At some point, she’d moved while Ash was lost in thought. “Your Qi Healer will attend you now.”

“Enjoy the show. She bought most of it just for you to see her in it. Oh, and some of the things she bought made me a little envious so if possible, ask her to put them in the Hall real quick so I can make copies that fit me, my Chosen One.”




***




Entering the throne room, Ash could feel a difference in it today.

Previously, he’d felt the flow and weight of all the cultivators pressing at him. Trying to force him into kowtowing to the Realm Lord. To “put him in his place” in this city where they likely felt he didn’t belong.

Now, it held a cold, clinical feeling.

It felt as if it were a long-since sealed tomb that’d been pried open.

There were also a great many people in the room. Spread out along the sides on benches and raised platforms. Even the second floor was filled with seats.

Many of the available positions were unfilled as of yet since the Realm Lord hadn’t started court for the day. Ash had wished to arrive slightly early so that he could take his seat and watch the rest of the room.

“Oh, it’s all chilly and frigid,” Locke said in English with a laugh. Na and Rou had both been given a transference paper with full English comprehension. They’d be able to speak in near guaranteed privacy when using it. “Do you think taking four million in spirit stones from them really gave them a nut punch?

“A super-duper nut punch? Maybe they hobbled out of the room only to throw up the remains of said nuts? Go home crying to their wives and concubines to try and explain how they’d lost a fortune?”

Locke was walking in front of Ash, her head turning this way and that as she looked about the throne room. She was apparently annoyed that she hadn’t been let out previously to see everything in person.

“I know I’d be angry at Ashley if he came home to me and told me he lost three hundred thousand spirit stones,” remarked Rou in an odd way. “Honestly, it’s still hard to fathom that I have that many stones in my little storage ring. The idea of losing that much seems impossible.”

“Even when I was a frog amongst the Deng, that much in stones being lost is unthinkable,” Na confessed. “Mei and I barely received a hundred or so stones a month as an allowance and we thought that quite rich and grand.”

“Oh, those are your seats,” Locke exclaimed and began skipping over to the seats reserved for political guests. As a royal envoy, Ash received a great many courtesies.

Unable to help himself, Ash watched Locke bounce her way across the throne room.

“It makes me envious at times. Knowing that Master prefers that body type,” lamented Na. “Her and Mei both. And you to a lesser degree, Rou. I feel very much lacking where I never did before.”

“Welcome to how I felt most of my life when it came to women such as you, Na Sheng,” retorted Rou.

Na looked confused at that, then surprised, before finally understanding. She nodded her head once but added nothing further.

Locke had reached the small set of seats that were located in a preferred position in the room to the right side of the throne. They were private with a semi-enclosed arrangement. They also had a door at the back of the enclosure, which meant they’d have an easier entrance and exit in the future now that they knew about it.

Spreading her arms, the beautiful enchantress known as Locke smiled at him.

“Well isn’t this cozy. Maybe I can sneak in the back here and use my own seat since they only set out three,” she mused as they reached her.

“I see no reason why not, Locke Sheng,” Na said, reaching out and laying a hand on the other woman’s shoulder. “Though you should be more conservative with yourself. You display much of what is the Master’s when you move as you did.”

“I mean, have you looked at me? I’m going to do that no matter what I do with a single step,” Locke said, grabbing her own chest. “It’s fine. They don’t look at me the same way Ash does.

“They all want stick women who look like children. Kinda creepy if you ask me but… whatever. Not my place to criticize taste.”

Ash patted both women on the side as he passed by to take his seat. Getting himself comfortable, he then looked around the rest of the throne room.

A great many eyes were focused on him and Locke. Far more eyes than he’d expected there to be.

“Locke, listen to Na,” Ash murmured as he realized that most of those eyes were in fact on Locke after all. “You have too many watchers right now.”

“I do?” Locke asked, letting her hands fall to her sides. She moved to the back of the seating enclosure and surreptitiously looked about the room as she did so.

“Damn, I do. I’m sorry, my Chosen One,” she continued in a whisper. “I mean… I know you like how I look, but I didn’t think— the normal standards of beauty here aren’t me.”

“It might not be beauty they want, but just that you’re a woman who belongs to Ash,” offered Rou as she took her seat. “They will likely look at Na and myself in the same way at some point. You’re just putting yourself out there in an obvious way. Maybe that caused them to look at you first?”

Na took her seat as well as Locke summoned a small chair from the Hall. Sitting down in it, she made a small flick of her hand and a curtained veil appeared over the top of the partial enclosure. It fell down in front of the seats and blocked the ability for others to view them.

Ash could easily see right out.

“Oh, good idea. I forgot that you had so much of the Bridal Veil cloth in the Hall,” exclaimed Rou. “It’s always surprising how easy it is to see through it.”

Ah. That does explain a bit.

You make the uniforms for the Brides, hm?

“Of course! I do all I can to support and help them. I’m a Bride of Sheng myself, you know,” explained Locke. “An important member. I’m expected to do much.”

Suddenly, and against what was clearly the expectation, the Realm Lord stormed into the throne room. He stamped his way to the grand, golden throne and stood in front of it. Ash wasn’t sure if it was solid gold or merely gold-leafed.

“Hurry up! Court will be in session in the time it takes for an incense stick to burn!” shouted the Realm Lord at the top of his lungs. It was a Qi-enhanced shout which made the volume of it feel as if it were a bomb going off.

“That’s odd,” Rou murmured quietly, still in English. “Did he enter because we did?”

“Possibly,” allowed Na. “Uncertain to be sure, but I wouldn’t put it past him. He is the worst kind of cultivator.

“There were multiple times where I could feel his slimy gaze on me whenever he wasn’t looking at Ashley.”

“The same for me,” remarked Rou in an unhappy tone. “I’m rather enjoying speaking in a private language, by the way. It’ll make it impossible for anyone to eavesdrop on us without having gone through a rather tedious process of learning the language themselves.

“And considering the normal view on Outlanders… well, that’s unlikely.”

The Realm Lord glanced at the veil-covered seats where Ash sat and then looked away. There was anger on his face though Ash swore he could detect a nervous energy in the man.

As if he was anticipating something.

“Time’s up!” shouted the Realm Lord. “Close the doors!”

Turning, the Realm Lord sat himself down in his throne and then clapped his hands together twice.

A number of women rushed out from the hallways at the sides of the throne room and began presenting themselves to the Realm Lord. Several of them had platters carrying food and drink which were proffered to the man.

Grabbing an extremely pretty woman, the Realm Lord sat her down in his lap and stuck his hand down her dress. With his other hand, he snatched up a glass that looked to be filled with some type of alcohol and poured it down his throat.

Then he promptly hurled the glass into the audience where it shattered on some poor unfortunate man’s head. The Realm Lord didn’t even bother to watch it happen.

“Alright, first,” said the Realm Lord as he openly groped the woman in his lap. “I claim the woman in the party of the royal family’s envoy. She is illegally trespassing in my throne room without invitation.”

He waved his empty paw in the direction of Ash’s location.

“Fetch her for me,” demanded the Realm Lord. “She had the biggest tits I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh, time to go,” muttered Locke and then promptly vanished to the Hall.

For his part, Ash was feeling more than a little outraged at this casual demand.

Jumping out of his seat, Ash pushed the veil to the side and then walked to stand before the throne of the Realm Lord.

“What right do you have to claim anything of mine, my lord?” asked Ash in a cold, deadly voice.

“You’re my subject as a cultivator first, envoy second. I want your woman and she’s here uninvited,” answered the Realm Lord. He didn’t quite seem as sure as he had a few seconds ago.

His guards were now looking into the seats that Ash had just vacated. They looked confused to only find Na and Rou in there.

“I don’t care if she’s your woman, wife, or concubine. I want her. She’s not protected by your envoy status either, since you’re only allowed two attendants,” growled out the Realm Lord in a dismissive tone.

“My lord, the only women in there are his two attendants,” said one of the guards, looking at the Realm Lord.

Frowning dangerously, the Realm Lord looked at Ash, his face almost comical-looking.

“Where is she?” demanded the Realm Lord.

“As the envoy of the royal family, I decline to answer you,” answered Ash, staring at the Realm Lord as he considered the man. He’d been contemplating how to really handle the situation.

It wasn’t until this very moment that Ash realized everyone would simply be better off with the man dead. It would be better if he were nothing more than a corpse feeding the worms.

“I believe I’m also going to file a sanction against you, Realm Lord, as the envoy to the royal family,” continued Ash. “Apparently, you tried to abduct the wife of the brother-in-law to the king.

“That would mean that you’ve indirectly assaulted the royal family. I seem to have a great many witnesses who can bear testimony to that fact under pain of death from the Emperor.”

With that proclamation, Ash had gotten the full attention of the Realm Lord now. He sat up straight and pushed the woman who he’d been molesting off his lap. There was a look of concern on his face.

“Let’s just let the matter drop for now,” said the Realm Lord.

“I’d be willing to hear later how you might compensate the brother-in-law to the royal family, but at this time, I’m afraid the petition will be the best way forward to seek remuneration for the assault you’ve committed,” elaborated Ash. “It’s a real shame. Though, I’m sure the injured party would be willing to hear you out on how you might make amends.”

Gnawing at his lower lip as if it were a juicy steak, the Realm Lord looked infuriated.

Ash couldn’t blame the man, he’d been made to look the fool once again for his petulant and unthinking actions. It was almost too easy.

“First order of business for my court,” hissed the Realm Lord. “The family Bartek comes seeking justice for a murdered son. Justice against a cultivator named Ashley Sheng.”

“My name is Ash, to you, Realm Lord. Ash Sheng,” replied Ash before he could really think about what he’d heard.

Bartek?

Who the fuck is Bartek.
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“Bartek. Your chamber pot you left behind back at the Jade Fist sect. Almost killed Mei,” Locke said, then sighed. “Mr. Stupid.”

Oh! Mr. Stupid!

Wait, his family name was Bartek?

“The family head of the Bartek clan, Yuze, will tell us what happened,” stated the Realm Lord and then indicated someone in the audience.

At this point, the women who had all been in front of the Realm Lord had scurried off. Fleeing back to the hallways at either end of the throne room.

“Note to self, check into the laws regarding the Realm Lord simply grabbing women,” muttered Ash under his breath. His eyes were tracking a man who was getting up from the stands.

Ash couldn’t see any resemblance to Mr. Stupid other than a dullness paired with cruelty in the eyes. Otherwise, he seemed rather generic-looking with brown eyes, brown hair, and a fair complexion. He appeared at be in his middle years, though was clearly a cultivator.

Based on the power coming from the man, and from what Ash could feel of his Qi, he would guess the man was at least an Enlightened Mortal. He was also putting out pressure around himself that was even affecting the Realm Lord.

Though it didn’t seem to do much other than restrict the Realm Lord’s Qi in a minimal way.

“We can’t fight him,” stated Locke in a very clear and firm tone. “He’s simply beyond us. Him being here in the lower realm is pushing the law, but I doubt the Realm Lord cares since I’d bet he invited him here.”

Even as the pressure mounted, Ash greedily pulled in all the Qi that the man was putting out. While he was trying to do it to intimidate him, Ash was simply looking at it as a gift of Qi.

It was concentrated to a higher degree than what the Realm Lord was pushing out, in fact. Ash could feel it nourishing the Hall as well as himself by the very second.

Marching over to stand before the Realm Lord, Elder Bartek dropped to one knee and finally cut the Qi aura off. Much to Ash’s regret.

“Lord, I present myself to claim an injustice against my nephew,” stated the older man.

“I understand, please rise and tell us the tale,” said the Realm Lord in a mockery of might be called benevolence in a comedy act.

“How about I jump straight to the end,” Ash said and raised his hand up. “Your nephew was in the Jade Fist sect? Is he the one that died in a tournament between the inner and outer disciples?

“If so, it was sanctioned by the sect heads. Though the Inner Sect Master was the referee and failed in his duty to protect the combatants.

“He was killed by the way. Probably for letting your nephew die. You’re welcome to reach out to Bao Jade for more information.”

The entirety of the throne room was staring at Ash with wide-eyed incredulity. Apparently, no one had even dared to think that someone would simply cut the Realm Lord off in the midst of whatever his scheme was.

“Or is the Realm Lord saying that the Inner Sect Master of the Jade Fist, the referee and one overseeing the fight, wasn’t responsible? Does the Realm Lord have a new decree for the entirety of the cultivator’s world in the lower realm?”

Elder Bartek glared at Ash from where he knelt in front of the Realm Lord. The Realm Lord was also glaring at Ash.

“Is he trying to suck your dick, Realm Lord?” shouted a voice from the crowd which Ash recognized instantly.

Locke had apparently brought herself out of the Hall somewhere in the crowd. She’d also likely already vanished back inside.

The throne room fell into a surprised guffaw from many people, all quickly hushed and silenced before the Realm Lord could single them out.

“Tell him to swallow!” Locke shouted from somewhere else in the crowd.

This time it was too much and the Realm Lord shot out of his throne. Elder Bartek also stood up, looking into the crowd with absolute rage writhing across his face.

“You-you-you—” squealed the Realm Lord, glaring at Ash, then the crowd, followed by him pointing at Ash. “Did Bartek die in your duel!?”

“Yep. The referee and Inner Sect Master failed in their duties. Nor could they heal him,” replied Ash.

“I find you guilty of murder then!” shouted the Realm Lord triumphantly.

“As the envoy, and brother-in-law to the crown, I petition my case to the Emperor. Please let me know when he arrives to handle the situation,” replied Ash with a small bow of his head and a martial salute. “My condolences for your loss.”

Turning, Ash walked away, heading back to his seat.

“Halt! You will— you will not— this is not going to go— no!” screamed the Realm Lord. The man sounded like he was about to throw an actual temper tantrum.

“My lord, I’m married to the crown princess, brother-in-law and envoy to the king, and when the duel occurred, it was in a sanctioned tournament,” Ash said, as he walked to his seat. He stopped just outside the enclosure and looked back to the throne. “You’re just trying to make a mountain out of a molehill because I’ve humiliated you several times already.

“Don’t make this worse than it already is. I already have one petition to file with the Emperor. Don’t make this become an even greater issue.”

“You-you-you will accept this sentence!” the Realm Lord screeched. “I sentence you to life in prison! My prison! Accept it and go! As your lord, I command it!”

Standing there, Ash was beginning to wonder just how petulant this man could be. He wasn’t actually concerned about the situation.

Worst case scenario, he’d just hide in the Hall until the area cleared out and then escape out of the city. Fall back all the way to the Imperial City and let the king know what’d happened.

Letting out a short breath, Ash decided to lay a number of cards on the table he hadn’t planned on revealing. Right now, however, he could reveal some secrets to protect others that had a higher importance to him.

Like hiding in the Hall.

Flicking his hand to the side, Ash created a barrier of Qi that would deaden the room to noise he didn’t wish to travel. It was made in a perfect rectangle that enclosed his seats and the Realm Lord.

Unfortunately, Elder Bartek was included simply due to proximity.

“Realm Lord, I will tell you this privately because I’m attempting to save your reputation,” Ash said with absolute confidence. “I can communicate with the king any moment I wish. In fact, I’ve already alerted him to the fact that you’ve attempted to take the wife of his brother-in-law.

“I’m now making him aware of the fact that you’re trying to send his envoy to prison without following the Emperor’s laws. I think you’re about to be put into a world of hurt, my lord. You really don’t have much of a chance other than to back down right now.

“Elsewise… elsewise, you’ll probably get a visit from the Emperor. It’s one of the few things that a direct vassal of the Emperor can do, after all. Summon him to settle a disagreement with another vassal.”

Bartek and the Realm Lord were both staring at Ash. There was fury and shock written on both men’s faces.

“Would you like to continue with this farce, or have you embarrassed yourself enough?” finished Ash with a shake of his head. Then he dismissed the barrier.

“Hey, isn’t what he’s doing illegal? Holy shit the Emperor’s going to come here and kill us all!” Locke shrieked from the crowd, followed by a blast of Qi. As if someone was trying to shove their way out of the audience.

He felt it when she entered the Hall, then left again. Followed by another Qi-blast and an extremely loud feminine scream.

“Get out of my way! The Emperor will kill the Realm Lord, and his entire court!” Locke yelled in a much deeper, yet still very much Locke, voice.

Only for Locke to enter the Hall again.

Apparently, that was all that was needed to really start the mob-mentality.

One moment they were watching a cultivator drama, the next they were all shrieking, screaming, and shoving at each other to get out of the way.

All of them believing that the Emperor would come and destroy everything. Just as he’d done in other situations when he’d been summoned.

Ash merely held his hands up at his sides and looked at the Realm Lord.

Even as his court crumbled, as everyone fled and ran each other over, Ash just stared at the man. Then he coldly turned his back on the Realm Lord, gestured to his attendants, and left.

Elder Bartek and the Realm Lord were left behind.

“Oh, by the way, I’m going to come back in an hour or so and interview all those women!” Ash shouted over his shoulder at the Realm Lord. “Going to make sure they’re all cultivators, not citizens, and all the rules of your domain are being followed. Even you can’t fight the Emperor’s laws!

“I also took a count of all the women I saw as well as memorizing some of their faces. Don’t bother trying to kill them. That’ll just end up making everything even worse for you.”

Mentally wincing, Ash strode out of the throne room.

He knew from the beginning this was going to be full of hostile encounters. Even up to the possibility that he’d have to kill the Realm Lord.

Ash just hadn’t expected the Realm Lord to be this stupid and infantile. The whole situation was quickly leaving him with removing the Realm Lord as the only real answer.

He’d have to do it secretly, without being caught, but he believed it to be possible.

The man clearly didn’t seem to understand what was going on, and was just acting out his own desires and wishes.

Locke appeared in front of Ash, staring back toward the Realm Lord and walking backward.

She pointed one hand back at what he assumed was the lord and shook her head with a disappointed-looking face.

Pointing at him like he was a dog.




***




Ash lied to the Realm Lord in the end.

He came back in ten minutes and demanded to see the women who had waited on the Realm Lord. The man had not been happy at all to see Ash and barely said more than a handful of words to him.

Though he did bend to the demand in the end and brought out all his “attendants”. He let Ash speak to them at length and without being there to listen in.

For two hours, Ash spoke to each and every one of them. He listened to their stories to figure out what’d been done to them and why they were there.

It was during those talks—listening to what sounded a lot like horror stories—that Ash came to an answer. A final one that he wasn’t going to flip flop on any further.

Something needed to be done so that he could get some sleep at night. Because otherwise, he was going to hold himself accountable for crimes that weren’t his.

Because he could have acted, yet didn’t.

The Realm Lord needed to die. Die by Ash’s hands and with as much celerity as he could manage.

From what Ash could tell, the Realm Lord had more or less imprisoned all the women. Each one was kept a captive through legal loopholes. Laws the man had put in place, with the Emperor’s approval, and then pushed to a degree where they were almost criminal.

As they were cultivators, the Realm Lord answered only to the Emperor. Unless the royal family was interested in pursuing the matter, for people who weren’t even part of their realm, there would be nothing to alert the Emperor to the situation.

Not to mention that there was no real guarantee that the Emperor even cared.

During his interviews, Ash found that not a single woman in the Realm Lord’s employ was being held in an illegal capacity, in any way.

Certainly morally bankrupt, and even a cruel man would find it difficult to not declare that, but not illegal. It was all done in ways that would be instantly classified as predatory and criminal in a civilized world like the one Ash had come from.

But not here in this veil. Not where the lives of individuals were only as useful as far as they could defend themselves.

It reminded him of how he’d walked off with so many people in the sect. No one had cared enough to spare a thought to all those people he’d taken who had no backing before Ash.

Like Yue or Chunhua.

Stepping out of the side exit to the servants’ quarters, Ash felt rather disgusted.

Disgusted and frustrated at the veil as a whole. Both with the leaders and those in charge who had put this entire society on this freight train to hell incarnate.

There was technically nothing he could do for those women.

The attendants to the Realm Lord.

They were all legally bound and held in a way that matched with the laws of cultivators.

Going to kill him. That’s how this ends.

That’s how all this ends.

You know, in retrospect, now that I can see Bartek working with the Realm Lord, I bet you they’re in it together. They’re in it together and that means that the attack on the sect, trying to get it to be taken over, also had the Realm Lord’s blessing.

Right?

“I… that’s… yes, I suppose that’s very possible,” muttered Locke. “Does… shit, does that mean this whole thing is being orchestrated by the Demonic Cult? Everything?

“Did Bao demand us to leave just so he could finish things? Was he expecting the Realm Lord to intercede as soon as the royal family got upturned?”

Standing there, Ash stared off at a distant building.

Not really seeing it, but just staring through it.

Everything Locke just said made sense to him.

Want to bet a number of sects got consolidated or absorbed recently? That a lot of them would have shown loyalty, or at least neutrality, to the royal family if a civil war kicked off?

Or if the Realm Lord went to war with the king?

This is all… tied together.

It’s one giant conspiracy.

And we’re at the heart of it now.

“Hey, you know what? Good thing you decided he needed to die, right?” said Locke in an upbeat tone. “Just drop him in the ground and most of this gets tidied up neatly and nicely. No muss, no fuss.”

You can’t honestly think that’s everything.

“I mean… isn’t it?” asked Locke. “We haven’t seen hide nor hair of anyone with Life-Qi. From what we can tell, they consolidated and fucked off. Maybe even right back to where they came from. And let’s be frank. If they pulled out here, they pulled out everywhere.

“All that’s left is the Realm Lord, likely some others involved at the sect level, and that’s probably it. The Demonic Cultivators have most likely fled the realm, fearing that they’ve been completely discovered. Since we backed up and let it lie, they don’t know what we know.”

I… well… yeah. Okay. That kinda makes sense.

I don’t really see how killing the Realm Lord solves everything though.

“It won’t. Sorry. I can pretend that it will, be optimistic about it, believe that it’s the perfect answer and what we should do,” admitted Locke. “Can’t promise it’ll actually solve everything though. Sorry, Sweetie. I love you, but I can’t really lie to you about that.”

Mm. Thanks, Locke.

Love you, too.

I guess we go ahead with that for now.

Aim to kill the Realm Lord.

That means I need to grow stronger for the time being. Grow stronger and grow Na and Rou as well as you.

First stop, the Floating Boat. See what artifacts we can purchase, then from there, what we can make. After that… alchemist. Buy up everything we can, combine it with the supplies Yue gave us, and start building our strength as fast as possible.

Maybe it’s time to start handing out those Qi bricks, as well. It’s pure Qi after all, and can be absorbed just like a spirit stone.

“Aww, thanks, Babe. And you’re right, of course. In fact, you make me stronger all the time. All that Qi you put away constantly? I nibble at it like a very large mouse.

“I take a few bricks here and there and empower myself to keep myself at everyone else’s level. I don’t use any of it for the Hall though. That’s all free-floating Qi.

“I never use more than what you’re putting in, and honestly, I swear it’s not that much. I promise—”

It’s fine, Locke Sheng. What’s mine is yours, dear Wife.

“Oooh. Well aren’t you just bent toward pleasing me today, my Chosen One?” Locke growled with some heat. “Hall, now. I’m going to reward you. We can go to the Floating Boat after I float yours.”

Ash didn’t need a second invitation.

Moving toward a dark alcove, Ash ducked into it, then slipped quickly into the Hall.

He was eager to partake of what Locke had offered him.

Ash might be lazy, and slow to act, but he wasn’t stupid.





Thirty




Unable to contain himself, Ash desperately wanted to be invited out of the welcoming hall, and into the main room. He could feel power resonating out of it that was able to push past an actual stabilized Qi field.

It meant that the artifacts inside were of a caliber and type that they would be priceless here in the lower realm. Ash had finally found a place he could spend some money and actually get useful items.

“Distract yourself. Maybe re-read Gen’s letter? A book? Uhm… I could keep you occupied in a different way. But then you’d be mad at me for going sex-kitten on you when you couldn’t act on it,” Locke said with a warm laugh.

Ash rolled his eyes, though he couldn’t help but grin.

Locke and he had been getting along better and better. Everything had changed after she told him all that she could.

At this point, he couldn’t actually imagine being without her anymore. She was his constant companion and knew all that he did.

It was like having another person he could run anything by and never fear their reaction.

Doubly so, since he wasn’t the extreme one. That was Locke.

“Oh stop, I’m not that extreme. And if you’re talking about what we just finished with up an hour ago, you liked doing that to me. So don’t even try to play like you didn’t,” teased Locke, laughing once again. “Drat. Looks like I can’t tease you anymore. I’m going to go help Na and Rou with their Qi brick consumption.

“Have fun touring the shop. I’ll pitch in if I see something we should get or something we need. Otherwise, just have some fun!”

The door to the main room suddenly opened and a woman in her middle years stood in the doorway.

“Welcome, young man,” she said and gave him a warm, charming smile. She had dark-black hair, brown eyes, and looked very well cared for. He could detect the faint feeling of power from her, but nothing that would mark her out as a powerful person.

“Ah, thank you,” responded Ash. “I’m grateful that you were able to fit me in so quickly. I wasn’t sure what your waiting times were like.”

“Months,” answered the woman with a wider smile. “Months and months, in fact. One doesn’t get a request to have the royal envoy as a customer every day, though. Especially not one as storied as yourself.”

Blinking several times, Ash wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. It felt like he was at a disadvantage already and they hadn’t even looked at an item yet.

Standing there, he just stared at her. Acting a lot like a deer in the middle of the road staring at headlights.

“Well, shall we?” asked the woman. “You may address me as Miss Tudi. It’s my family name and quite appropriate for a form of address.”

“Yes, Miss Tudi,” agreed Ash and then began walking forward. “I’m… storied?”

“Indeed. It took some doing, paying off the right brokers, but I did find out a good deal about you,” said Miss Tudi, closing the doors behind Ash and gesturing toward the room he’d just entered. It was filled with items. They were laid out in and on a multitude of different displays.

From cabinets, soft pillows, and busts to shelves, mannequins, and a number of other types. The room was also incredibly large, and impossibly defended. All across the walls, the floors, and ceilings were inscriptions.

Under those inscriptions were formations.

There was no way to really see where it all began or ended. Though Ash could certainly tell what they all did. He could even read a majority of it just at a casual glance.

Much of it shared a commonality with the way he would have done it himself. Though, also not. It was a lot like hearing your own language from someone who learned it from a non-native speaker.

Odd inflections, strange quirks in pronunciation, and one or two words that sounded like gibberish.

“I know all that is available about you, Ashley Sheng, of the Sheng clan, from the Jade Fist sect, having come from Spark’s Jump. Raised by the Sheng family of citizens in the city of Xing. Whom according to recent reports are now incredibly well-guarded, living in luxury, and enjoying retirement,” said Miss Tudi as she guided him to the center of the room. “Master of masters and leader of the unnoticed. Villain and hero in equal measure.

“Brother-in-law to the king, and enemy to the Realm Lord despite being a cultivator. Someone who’s running along a path that has been soaked in violence and looks to have more of it on the way.”

Stopping when she did, Ash found they were standing in an octagon that’d been carved in the floor, as well as the ceiling. It gave him a strange feeling like he’d walked into a trap, but nothing appeared to have happened.

“And someone without any ill intent for me,” Miss Tudi murmured, then pulled him out of the octagon. “So, what brings you to my store? What type of artifact are you looking for exactly? I’m sure I can supply it if you can name your need.”

“Uh, everything,” responded Ash stupidly, yet honestly. “I have a good bit of coin and I want artifacts. Mostly those that can increase strength, increase the rate of Qi absorption, or empower cultivation techniques.

“Beyond that, I’d love a storage artifact that can be utilized by more than one person. Like maybe a clan?”

Miss Tudi looked thoughtful and slowly tilted her head to one side. Thinking about what he’d said. Her eyes moved around various things in the room as she clearly thought things out.

“Well, how much in coin do you actually have?” Miss Tudi asked. “What’s your budget?”

“If I tell you my budget, won’t you just increase the prices?” Ash asked with a grin.

Miss Tudi responded in kind with a smile of her own, then pointed a dainty finger at one of the display. Ash only then noticed that the item itself had a small paper tag attached to it.

“Everything is already priced. Prices are non-negotiable,” she explained. “It makes it easier to do business in this way as everyone gets the same treatment.

“So… no. The price won’t change. It would just help me figure out what to show you, really.”

Locke Sheng…? Could you maybe tell me...?

“Ten million stones. If you want to include the bricks—which I suggest you don’t, since we’re consuming them—it’d be about eighteen million. Those bricks will push Na all the way up to the brink of becoming an Empowered Mortal, as well as me,” Locke answered then hesitated for a moment. “If you used them all, it’d get you to an Empowered Mortal, you know.”

No. You and Na, you use them.

I’ll get there when I get there. It’d take me four times as much of the bricks to reach the same point you and Na would. It isn’t worth it.

“Ten million stones,” answered Ash and waited for a single beat. “And a number of transference papers that I can trade at the going rate for the Xing city auction house.”

Miss Tudi didn’t react to his words. She just quietly looked at him for several more seconds before giving him a smile.

“I’m sure we can come to an arrangement and that amount is certainly more than enough to purchase a great many objects,” she murmured with a small nod of her head. “Now, let’s go for the last request first, since I only have one possibility. A storage item that can allow group usage.”

Following Miss Tudi, Ash looked at a few objects as they walked by. More than a few were weapons. In fact, almost everything he could see, were weapons.

Very few items weren’t.

“Yes, it’s a lot of weaponry,” commented Miss Tudi as they walked toward the edge of the room. “Here in the lowest realm, that’s all that typically makes it down this way. Unless it was created here, of course.

“The upper realms make a lot of weapons and the unneeded are sold to lesser realms. We might have laws that require Refiners stay to the lower realm, Mortals to the middle, and Immortals to the upper, but that doesn’t apply to artifacts. Or citizen traders.”

Ah. That makes sense.

Hard to make those connections without someone going back and forth, or there already being an existing connection. You’d have to go to the connection city of Zhong to manage that, and I hear it’s quite expensive to stay there.

“Now, this is what I wished to show you,” Miss Tudi said and then pointed to a pedestal beside her.

On that pedestal was something Ash didn’t expect.

An extremely large dollhouse. It would take two citizens to carry it, just due to the size alone.

The house was modeled after a very large mansion not dissimilar to where he was currently staying. In fact, it appeared to be somewhat larger.

“This is a storage device,” explained Miss Tudi. She reached up and lifted a window that was on the side of the dollhouse. It slid to the side revealing that it was a hidden latch. She repeated the process with another window further down. “The interior of the dollhouse is actually the storage. You can see anything that’s been placed in it, at any time, by viewing the dollhouse.

“It has several slices you can open to peer into the rooms. This is just the side opening but easily it demonstrates what I’m talking about.”

Peering into the interior of the dollhouse as Miss Tudi pulled it open, Ash was amused and impressed. He could see Miss Tudi had been very deliberate with the staging of this artifact.

Several rooms were decorated as one would expect, and another was filled with nothing but brooms. Another had been absolutely filled with buckets.

“You can’t actually take anything from the storage like this I’m afraid,” confessed Miss Tudi. “You can move it from room to room, but you can’t take it out.”

Reaching into the dollhouse she picked up a bed and then moved it to another room. There was a brief moment when it’d crossed over a point where it was no longer above, or below, the dollhouse, but over the ground, and started to fade away.

“It’s accessible via an amulet that the owner would wear. You can even go and visit the dollhouse and be inside of it,” continued Miss Tudi. “It’s quite a marvel. The only issue is that it only has the two keys to enter the storage. Otherwise, this seems to fit what you stated quite well.

“I’m afraid I don’t have any other items that would fit your request. My apologies. Such items would be typically reserved for higher planes and never make it down here. The only reason this is here, is because of the lack of multiple keys.”

“I can make the keys. It’s just a pairing of magical constructs. We can use inscription to do the same. We’ll just shatter the amulet to get the base pattern. From there we can use it to create anything else would we need to join it to the storage device. We’ll just do it from inside the dollhouse,” Locke assured him. “You can just make wedding rings for everyone. A ring for every Bride from their Husband. This’ll be the Marital Home and all will be able to access it and relay information.

“This is actually perfect for us after we make a few changes. Good. I’m glad we found something like this. And yes, you have to make them. Given your pure Qi, it’s something you’re perfectly suited for. I’d have to waste bricks to do the same thing that you could on your own power.”

“I’ll take it,” Ash stated without looking at the price tag. Instead, he looked at Miss Tudi. “And I’ll take all the weapons you have. Additionally, I’ll take any armor you happen to have. I didn’t see many but I did see a few. Put it all in the dollhouse for me.

“In fact, let’s just go over all the artifacts you have, what’s coming in soon, and what you have in storage as well.”

Ash reached into the Hall and pulled out a stack of transference papers. They were of varied elements, abilities, and jobs. This was something he’d prepared in advance just in case he had to trade with the Floating Boat owners.

Holding out a massive fortune beyond the likes of which the realm had known toward Miss Tudi, Ash smiled at her.

Miss Tudi was staring at what was being offered her and couldn’t look away.

“Let’s talk numbers. You can begin by confirming these for yourself,” he said. He was going to buy the entirety of the Floating Boat and give it all to his Brides.

They needed a Hall, a home really, of their own. They also needed a great deal of equipment to go with that.

As far as he knew, he hadn’t given them any sort of gift whatsoever since becoming Brides.

Time to rectify that.

Miss Tudi only nodded her head.




***




Standing inside of the storage device he’d just bought, Ash was mildly concerned.

He was inside of the dollhouse. In fact, he could even see out the windows and see the interior of the royal embassy. He could even see Locke sitting nearby, reading a book and casually eating grapes.

As if nothing in her life had any more urgency than what she was up to at the moment.

Hey. Can you see me?

Locke looked up from her book, then at the dollhouse.

As a frown creased her brow, she got up from the seat she was in and came over to the dollhouse where it sat on the table. Leaning in somewhat, she began to look in the windows.

Until she found the room Ash was in.

“Holy shit, I can,” Locke said. She didn’t sound strange or loud to him either. “Wait, you can even hear me. Well that’s fancy.”

Locke stood up, partly vanishing from view. Then the view of the room changed as if the dollhouse had been opened up.

There was no change otherwise that Ash could detect. Everything looked perfectly normal.

“Huh, I can’t see you from inside when it’s opened up,” reported Locke. “Only from the windows. Weird but… okay.

“This means we’ll have to keep this somewhere quiet and safe. Tucked away from everywhere else. Shame we can’t put it in the Hall. Storage within storage within storage.”

They’d already tried to put the dollhouse into the Hall with no success at all.

“Okay, well, get to work, my Chosen One,” Locke demanded and then went back to her chair. She didn’t bother to cross her legs, but instead spread them.

Ash felt very strange looking up a giant woman’s dress so he looked back to the room he was in.

“Because Na and Rou are both busy tonight so I’ve got you to myself. I already told them if they tried to Beaver Dam me I’d be sure to really pay attention the next time they got in your bed,” stated Locke, opening her book once more.

Ash shook his head and then looked at the amulet in his hand.

Here, inside the dollhouse, he could feel the connection it had with the artifact. It was bound at its creation from inside the artifact, just as Locke had suggested.

Which meant this house had actually been a real home at some point. It’d been turned into this deliberately. To do something like this would require a great deal of Qi, some type of skill, and a lot of knowledge.

“Well, I’ve got some skill and pure Qi, so I suppose I could do something like this in the future, couldn’t I?” Ash asked no one. “Become an artifact creator. A production cultivator.”

Smirking, Ash summoned a small table, a bench, and his tools from the Hall, and took a seat.

Holding his hand over the table, he crushed the amulet in his palm. It shattered in the middle and the sides bent inward at the same time.

Letting the pieces fall to the wooden tabletop, he focused on the feeling that the amulet left behind and of the Qi he’d released when he broke the control device.

It was far more complicated than he’d expected, but he was able to memorize the look of it. He didn’t understand it, but he could replicate it.

Summoning a simple silver ring from the Hall, Ash began to work. He held the ring in his left hand, while drawing the Qi out with his right hand in the exact same pattern he’d seen.

It felt a lot like inscription-working to him, just with Qi instead of a tool.

In fact, it reminded him of the difference between Mei and Chunhua. One was internal, the other external.

“Mei would be the internal usage, like what I’m doing now. Chunhua the external, inscription and a chisel,” murmured Ash as he finished the complicated pattern.

He felt it was as close to a match as he could do it from his memory.

“It’s off. Here, use this,” Locke said without looking up from her book. “You got most of it done perfectly, by the way. A few more attempts and you wouldn’t need my help at all, but you wouldn’t be as fast.

“Kinda annoying that I can’t do it on my own. I’m sure you feel the same way about not doing it as well without me. But that’s how it goes in a marriage. We shore up each other’s fault. Go Team Loshley.”

Looking up from his work, and the sudden appearance of the pattern, Ash turned toward the window. Locke was still sitting in her seat.

Licking a finger, she turned the page and glanced up from her book to catch him looking at her.

“Best-couple-ever,” she said and gave him a wide grin, then went back to her book.

“Team Loshley, huh,” Ash said and then looked back at the ring.

Then he traced out the pattern his wife had given him in little more than two seconds. It really was much easier with Locke guiding him.
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Na was looking at the ring on her finger.

Only to reach up with her other hand and start fiddling with it once again. Pulling at it and forcing her finger to bend one way and then back the other.

Only to release the ring and move her hands apart from one another.

Then to start toying with it again. Her fingernails pulled at it, then ran along the edge of it. Once more, she let it drop back to the base of her finger.

Rou, thankfully, was significantly more composed about the ring he’d given her.

She’d promptly stuck it on her left ring finger, touched it twice, and then moved past it. Almost as if it were a foregone conclusion that’d been made real.

“Don’t let her fool you. She touches it whenever you’re not looking or can’t see it. Na just doesn’t care if you’re looking at her or not,” teased Locke with a laugh. “Even I play with my ring, wanna see?”

Glancing over his shoulder from the envoy’s seat, he looked at Locke.

She was sitting where she had previously and seemed quite pleased with herself. She’d walked in while being visible to all.

Almost akin to daring the Realm Lord to try and do something again.

Locke held up her left hand and glanced at her ring then back to him.

Before he could process that she was clearly making sure he was watching, she stuck her tongue out and ran it along her finger and the ring he’d given her. Her tongue tip curled significantly around her digit as her upper lip trailed along the other side of her finger.

Blinking, Ash quickly turned back to the front. He made sure to turn his brain off so it wouldn’t consider what he’d just seen.

If he didn’t, there’d be no way he could get anything of note done at all. His mind would be entirely preoccupied with Locke and her teasing.

He felt her laughing in his mind followed quickly by a smothering warmth directed at him.

“Sorry, sorry. I’m sorry, my Chosen One. I couldn’t help it. I was just so… flattered, that you gave me my ring first and made a point of it,” purred Locke in his mind. “I know I already rewarded you for it last night, but I’m going to do so again later.

“I’m really enjoying you putting me above Na and Rou. Treating me so kindly and lovingly. I know for a fact that LBA never got such attention from anyone. I’m going to enjoy it and indulge in it. I have something she never did.”

You’re worth it. Now… please stop. You’re so distracting, Locke Sheng.

The silence he got back from her was complete.

Happy and content, though also nervous and confused.

True to the nature he suspected lurked within her, when he pushed back at her aggression with validation, it led her to being unsure.

Uncertain.

He couldn’t mistake the very deep, chaotic feelings he got from her as anything other than love. Her own version of love.

One that was twisted up in his own feelings and echoed back at her.

“The Realm Lord will hold court momentarily!” shouted one of the cultivator’s Ash had fleeced. They said nothing more and looked rather nervous.

Ash then noticed that there were a number of cultivators in the throne room this evening. Quite a few of them looked on edge and uncomfortable.

“I feel like something’s up,” Ash warned in English. “Be on your A-game. This likely won’t go very well for us.”

“Damn,” growled Na in English as well. She pulled her eyes away from the ring and looked forward. “I don’t want to deal with him today. Taking in all those Sheng stones made me edgy. The Qi is so pure it burns.”

Sheng stones, huh?

Our version of spirit stones?

“Easy to remember and decipher. Any idiot will make the connection without knowing what they are or having ever seen one,” explained Locke. “I just break the bricks down into eighths and they’re roughly a similar size to spirit stones if not in strength.

“Just rectangular and easier to stack. I was thinking of breaking them down again by half but that would probably make them too fragile. That and they wouldn’t be compared to a spirit stone anymore by size anymore. The more comparisons we can make, the better.”

He half expected her to make a comment about how he knew what it was without asking, so clearly it would work for an idiot.

No comment was forthcoming.

Everyone was rapidly filing into the throne room now. Apparently, the last court session had set everyone on edge. They were here much earlier than the expected start time.

“Any bets on what you think he’ll do?” asked Rou. “I think the bastard might make another attempt to take Locke. Then maybe try to get Ash into a fight or force him to go to prison.”

“Fight,” countered Na. “Probably nothing about Locke. He’s already been denied once in that. It’d look even worse if he tried again given what Ash said last time.”

Ash only grunted.

He had no idea what the Realm Lord might do, but he knew it wouldn’t be good, whatever it was.

In his heart, Ash was hoping the man would give up. Let things lie and just not worry about them. Let everything just settle and become little more than a dramatic story.

Any hope of that really felt like it was beyond forlorn and honestly foolish at this point.

“It is, but I respect the hope. It’s why you’re adorable and why I’m more than willing to jump fully in with you,” Locke murmured.

Sitting there, they could really only wait. As they were only envoys of the king, they were technically part of the court, but also not at the same time.

It was a strange quasi-space that they straddled, allowing them to be more and less at the same time. It was also why Ash felt quite emboldened to provoke the Realm Lord the way he had.

Though that had more to do with the fact that he planned to be stronger than the Realm Lord by the end of his time as the envoy.

Storming into the throne room, the Realm Lord looked worn out. As if he’d been up all night or had just come out of a fight. His hair was unbound and hanging around his head in a way that was quite akin to a storm cloud.

“We have a criminal here today,” shouted the Realm Lord who made a hand gesture toward the front doors of the throne room. “He assaulted his sect leader, killed a number of disciples, and violated sect law.

“No, I’m not talking about the envoy to the royal family, though he’s just as guilty of the same crimes.”

The Realm Lord growled out the last part while throwing a gesture towards the booth where Ash and company were sitting. The immediate murmurs from the audience gave Ash an idea of how to respond to the situation.

Getting up, Ash quickly stepped out of the seating area and then turned and faced the audience. Putting on a brazen smile, he began to wave at the crowd. Starting from the far right, then working his way all the way to the left.

Elbow, elbow, wrist, wrist, wipe a tear, blow a kiss.

Though he thought it, Ash didn’t actually wipe a tear or blow a kiss. He did, however, incline his head to the Realm Lord as if he’d mentioned him in a positive light.

The throne room had been stunned into silence by his actions, of course. Which let Ash sit back down and move the veil back into place as if it weren’t an issue in the least.

Once again, Ash was treated to the Realm Lord having a fit. The man was shuddering in place where he stood. His entire body trembling with the weight of his fury and rage for Ash.

“Someone call his boyfriend, Elder Bartek. He looks like he needs a hug!” shouted Locke from deep within the audience. Ash hadn’t even noticed she’d left, entered the Hall, and then exited again.

She was getting so quick with her teleportation that it was almost like she was just phasing in and out of reality. He was starting to wonder if she’d figure out a way to use it in combat.

“Give that little boy a hug!” shrieked Locke from elsewhere in the audience.

By the time she’d thrown out the second cat call, the entirety of the throne room had broken down into laughter.

Whatever concerns the court had about the cat calls had apparently vanished. Locke’s constant vocal berating of the Realm Lord coupled with Ash’s antics had brought down the Realm Lord’s stature.

The man was now suffering from a lack of prestige. Add to that his tyrannical behavior in the past and there was clearly very little honor or respect for the man.

All that remained was fear and that was starting to wane.

“Silence!” shouted the Realm Lord. “Silence or-or-or be silenced!”

Slowly, the laughter died away, falling into nothing more than hard stares. Everyone gazed at the Realm Lord once more. Ash saw many a face looking at the man with pity and hatred.

“Silence… this… no. This is wrong. It’s all wrong,” said the Realm Lord with a chop of his hand. “Bring him in. We’ll try him and move on immediately. This is boring me.

“You’re all boring me. I should kill you all. Kill each and every one of you and then get a new court.”

“And a new diaper, then a nap!” Locke screamed from the upper balconies in a lower voice.

The Realm Lord had turned around by this point and was walking to his throne. He froze mid-step and had begun to shake once again.

Several seconds passed before the man moved forward again and took his seat in the throne. He was doing his best to act as if he hadn’t heard anything at all.

An entire troop of cultivators came in from the front of the throne room. They were dragging a group of young people between them. Two men and six or seven women.

They all had the look of having been beaten severely. There were bruises, black eyes, and split lips aplenty amongst the group.

Ash actually recognized them after a few seconds.

Shen and… what’s her face. I’ve forgotten her name. The pretty lady I beat down.

At the center of the group was Shen.

A cultivator Ash had beaten though the man had displayed great talent, hidden abilities, and a destined outcome. He’d suspected the man would rise to great prominence at some point.

Seeing him here before the Realm Lord was certainly not what he expected at all.

His delicate features were marred from the savage thrashing he’d been given. His clear brown eyes were partly closed due to swelling and his light-brown hair had been shorn from his head. His build was slim and unassuming, his height almost spot-on average.

Ash did indeed recognize the woman next to him as well.

It was Xiaohui, a beautiful woman who had clearly been loyal to Shen. Almost to the point that she was somewhat akin to Yue.

Her dark hair and dark eyes were almost as mussed as Shen’s were. When he’d last seen her, he’d thought she might burst out of her uniform given her curves and body figure.

He’d apparently been right since she was partly on display, her clothing being ripped and torn across and down the middle.

“Oh, yes,” sneered the Realm Lord disdainfully as he looking at Ash’s seating area. “Would the envoy like to check and make sure they’re not citizens? I wouldn’t want to offend the royal family.”

“Why thank you, Realm Lord, that’s very kind of you,” declared Ash, then bounced out of his seat. He came right out and walked into the group of people. This was once again another opportunity to put the Realm Lord in his place. “It’s good that you show respect finally. I’m glad to see we can put the past behind us.”

The cultivators had thrown their charges down to the ground. They were all now collectively on the floor and not resisting in the least. Though the crowd closest to Xiaohui and the other women—who were also wearing clothes that’d been damaged and partly torn away—were leering at them quite openly.

Walking up to them, Ash reached over and touched Xiaohui on the shoulder.

The woman flinched away but looked up at him with a glare. One of her eyes was completely swollen shut and the other had a burst blood vessel in it. The woman had clearly seen better days.

“Ashley Sheng?” she asked in a croak, looking up at him as if she didn’t believe it was him.

“Indeed,” he replied in a low voice. He could already see that her Meridians had been damaged as well as her ability to cultivate. Whatever had happened to her, it’d left an almost burn-like scar on her Dantian.

As if she’d been scorched by standing too close to an open fire.

A bright talent had been torched and removed from the world and it left him feeling cold.

“Mmm, it’s not so bad. We could fix her if she were a Bride. Carve up her back, split her Dantian and then refuse it, load her up with new abilities and a different cultivation, the end,” Locke reported in a clinical fashion. “She’d even be better in the long run than she likely would have been. But that’s how the glorious Fated One known as Ashley Sheng operates.

“Why, wanna collect her? She’s incredible, I’ll admit. Beautiful as Na, built like Mei, talent at the level of Chunhua, a fierce loyalty akin to Yue’s. Just have to somehow collect her. She’d be an incredible asset.”

Ash frowned in thought as he looked into Xiaohui’s upturned face.

It was an almost insane suggestion on Locke’s part.

People were not monsters one could just capture, put into a pocket dimension, and hang onto until needed. She wouldn’t just be “collected” as Locke had phrased it.

“Should I save you?” Ash asked in a quiet whisper. He sent it on a small wave of Qi that would reach her and her alone.

Looking up at him, she searched his eyes for several seconds before she shook her head. Letting her gaze fall back to the ground, she seemed to turn her focus inward.

“There is nothing to save,” she muttered and went silent. Then she slumped to the ground and became little more than a lump of torn cloth.

Be ready to pull her into the Hall, just in case.

She didn’t say no, she just said there was nothing to save. Which I disagree with.

What about the others?

“No useful talents. They’re also… uhm… well, their Dantian’s have been burnt to a crisp. Unlike Xiaohui, they have nothing left. There is nothing to fix or repair with them,” confessed Locke.

“No citizens here,” declared Ash as he stood up straight and looked at the Realm Lord.

He had a sudden idea. One he wanted to test out and see if he could start in on an altogether new way to empower himself.

Walking by Shen, Ash patted the man several times on the back. Moving toward his seating area, he covertly attached the chains to his left arm.

Instantly, Ash could feel the defiant, fiery Qi from Shen filling him. It wasn’t very much, less than what the man naturally gained in fact, but it was a drop Ash could collect without doing anything.

“Why’d you touch him?” demanded the Realm Lord. “Did you take something from him? Did he transfer something to you? Come here! I demand you tell me!”

Ash froze, then turned back to the Realm Lord. Moving over to the disgusting excuse for a man sitting on his throne, Ash held out his hands toward him.

“Please, touch my hands and see for yourself. You may inspect me as well,” offered Ash. He saw no reason to not try and swing the situation to his advantage. “Nothing was passed to either of us. I simply patted him on the back as a condolence. It is clear he will be punished for his actions.”

Grabbing the proffered hands, the Realm Lord held onto them tightly. Flipping them over one way, then the other, he inspected them. Then he lifted the sleeves of Ash’s gi and peered down into them.

“Shall I take it off for you?” offered Ash in a quiet voice. Right now, he didn’t need to poke at the Realm Lord. He was looking for something else at the moment. “I don’t mind doing it if it would soothe your concern.”

The Realm Lord looked like he was going to say yes, but then suddenly shook his head.

“Go back to your seat,” he hissed and threw a dismissive gesture as Ash as well.

Tapping his right hand to his left arm, Ash then made a martial salute. The small chains that’d been created when the Realm Lord touched him settled into place next to the ones for Shen.

An ugly, disgusting type of Qi began to fill Ash. A poisonous one that felt like an animal carcass that’d been left out in the sun and heat.

At least it’s not Life-Qi, but that’s another way to check.

“Indeed, my Chosen One,” Locke agreed.

“You done trying to fondle a young man’s hands, Pervert Lord?” crowed Locke from the crowd.

Ash hurried back to his seat even as the Realm Lord looked like he might actually explode.

“I’m done with this! Done with all of you!” shrieked the Realm Lord. Snatching up a scepter that’d been set against his throne, he pointed it at Shen and the others. “I sentence you to prison! Take them away!”

There was the ring of finality to the command, yet nothing actually happened.

Ash wondered if the scepter held some sort of significance as an artifact tool. Before he could finish the thought though, a portal opened amongst the group.

The cultivators who’d brought in Shen and his group grabbed everyone and then threw them through the portal. Each vanished as they crossed over the event horizon and into wherever the portal led.

“Now, let’s get this farce over with,” stated the Realm Lord. “Ashley Sheng. The Bartek family has sent someone to challenge you in a duel. They are a Spirit Refiner who has yet to face their tribulation of Mortality.

“The winner walks free, the loser goes to jail. You claim the death of the Bartek clan member was accidental. The Bartek family, and your own sect master, Bao Jade, claim otherwise. You will defend yourself or I’ll rule against you and let the Emperor deal with you himself.”

Shit.

I didn’t even think he’d reach out to Bao Jade.

I guess I should have considered it. There’s no reason he wouldn’t do so. Especially if they’re all in this together.

“Yes. It’s… definitely an oversight on our part. All we can do is kill another Bartek and move on,” summarized Locke.

“I accept. As the challenged, I will state the rules we’ll fight with. Weapons, Martial Spirits, abilities, are all usable. No artifacts, or items. No elixirs, medicines, herbs, or anything of that sort,” Ash commanded, turning to face the Realm Lord again.

Ash hadn’t even made it back to his seat and there was already another ploy by the Realm Lord.

“Shall we begin?” asked Ash. “Oh, and it probably goes without saying but… do remember this moment.”





Thirty-Two




“Elder Bartek, is that acceptable?” asked the Realm Lord, turning and looking into the audience.

Standing not far away was indeed Elder Bartek. Next to him stood a younger clone of himself with darker hair.

“I should fight for you,” Na said from behind Ash. She was most assuredly upset about the situation. More than likely, she felt it wasn’t his place to risk his life like this.

“I don’t mind,” Ash answered honestly with a wave of his hand. Na knew that he collected a great deal of power from anyone or anything he killed.

On top of that, he really couldn’t decline a challenge, not without risking incurring a penalty. If anything, this would actually be more in his favor all things considered.

“—acceptable. There won’t be an issue at all,” claimed Bartek. “Ye Chen will have no issues with those demands.”

“So, is this the part where I tell you this person is at the power level of an Enlightened Mortal without the tribulations to match that?” inquired Locke in a somber tone. “Because… he’s at the power of an Enlightened Mortal. Just without the tribulations. They’ve been pushed back and forced away by… something… an artifact, I’d guess.

“This person was put into this exact position so that they could be here, at this time, and kill you. They’re stronger than the Realm Lord. That’s how powerful they are. I have to wonder how long the Bartek clan has been cultivating this young man. Since you killed Mr. Stupid, I’d guess?”

I… see.

In other words, I’ll need to control my Dao, the momentum, and siphon away everything from him to have a chance.

“Yep. Just as you’ve done in the past, it’s just… well, this time, one small mistake and you won’t get a second chance. Any strike he lands will be more than enough to incapacitate you. Outright.”

Right.

In other words… it’s hardcore mode and this fight is way over my level.

“Just so,” grumbled Locke. She was just as annoyed as Na was at the situation, he’d guess.

Ash pulled his butterfly swords from the Hall and then doffed his gi and tunic. Giving his opponent anything to grab onto at all, or something that might hinder Ash’s movements, wasn’t going to remain.

Walking out toward the center of the throne room, Ash took up a position that would have him looking at the throne. That meant that the Realm Lord would be directly in front of him as well.

Putting his back to an enemy of that caliber in this situation seemed like a poor choice. Ash would have to work to keep him on his sides and front.

“Come along, then,” Ash said, gesturing at the young man named Ye Chen. “I should warn you now though, I have very little control over my abilities. I’m not that experienced and haven’t truly grasped what it is to be powerful.

“I’ve only been a cultivator for about a year, give or take a few months. It’s all still very new to me and I make many lethal mistakes in bouts.

“Please forgive me should the worst occur. Of course, I’ll offer you the same courtesy. It’d be unfair for you to fight against me knowing your life is on the line, yet try to pull your punches fairly.”

Holding the blades loosely, Ash felt like he was starting at the peak of his power. Previously, he’d been at the lowest possible point and had to fight his way up from there.

Right now, he had everything going his way.

There wasn’t anything that would hinder his performance.

With a whoosh, a large flaming hound grew out of Ye Chen’s shoulders. It took up the space above and behind the man, growing rapidly in power and size.

In response, Locke flung herself into the Hall, then out through his Dantian. Forcing it to link with her so she could act more akin to a Martial Spirit than his partner.

“Ai-ya, you’ve sent a puppy to battle me?” asked Locke as she grew to a similar size as the fiery dog. “You should have stopped with making the kiddo a Mortal. All you’ve done is add dog’s fur to a sable coat.

“Well, let’s get this over with then. You’re all so pathetic that this is beneath even the ants that crawl about the floor.

“Just like a dog, you’re all relying on another person’s power. It’s no wonder that the lower realm will always remain so and not just in name.”

Standing there, Ash did his absolute best to not react to what Locke had just said. Despite the fact that he hadn’t expected her to act like a Martial Spirit, he certainly wasn’t planning on her saying such things.

Ye Chen apparently needed no more words spoken. Instead, he charged ahead at Ash, a ringed saber materializing in his hand at the same time. His movement was flashy and it looked like he was taking several steps for each one.

Ash had only a second to react before Ye Chen was on him.

Stepping to the side, Ash moved away from the sudden sideways slash Ye Chen executed. Bringing up his butterfly swords he brought the d-guards together and intercepted the blade.

With a ping that left a ringing noise behind, the saber clanged hard into the hilts of Ash’s weapons. So hard in fact, it jarred his arms backward and made his wrists start to tingle.

Going with the steps, Ash let the momentum of it all carry him backward.

As he did so, he opened himself to his Dao and let it begin to well up.

He didn’t drag it out, or force it into an active state, he just upended where it rested. Letting it flow out on its own accord.

On its own momentum.

Letting such things happen in their own way was his Dao, after all. Working on that belief and with somewhat of a hunch, Ash didn’t force it.

All on its own, and without very much Qi required, his Dao began to spin up. Even as it did so, his Qi Sea responded. The slowly swirling concrete ocean starting to thin out near the golden pillar.

The whirlpool that was there began to pick up speed.

Ash had a hint of an attack that was about to come and moved forward. Stepping into close proximity to his foe after feeling like this was a ray attack that needed a minimal distance for it to work.

Ye Chen had been building up a blast attack that was similar to the one Mr. Stupid had used. Rather than risk detonating it so close to Ash’s chest and where he might counter, Ye Chen directed it towards Ash’s feet instead.

The percussive blast of it knocked Ye Chen off-balance and it went past Ash. Striking the area behind him entirely.

Ash thrust out with his right hand, aiming the point of his blade toward Ye Chen’s middle. As soon as his arm was extended, Ye Chen neatly tapped it away with his saber, but Ash was already moving his left arm around in a low arc.

Coming up from below, his opponent didn’t even see it until it was feet from his head.

Ye Chen’s Martial Spirit acted instantly and breathe out a burst of extremely hot air. The force of the breath knocked Ash’s attack to the side.

Locke neatly tied up the heat of the attack and dissipated it. Ash had felt a momentary flash of heat and that was it.

The ringed saber of Ye Chen flew out in a thrust toward Ash’s heart. Except Ash wasn’t even there anymore. Having moved with the deflection, he’d ended up dancing to that same side. Moving in an odd almost fluid way.

Ash made a lazy attack with his right hand that managed to take a gouge out of Ye Chen’s forearm. Blood began to flow down the man’s arm and drip to the ground.

Touching his hand to his chest, Ash secured the chain he’d created. Moving away from his foe, Ash let the movements take him. He was getting caught up in his own Dao and how it told him the rhythm to match.

To Ye Chen, Ash was but a stepping stone. An obstacle to be leapt over and forgotten in his rapid ascension. This was all likely part of his greater glory. The fight had no deeper meaning to him at the moment.

His involvement in the situation was clinical and reserved. He wasn’t truly part of the momentum, just observing it.

Ash’s Dao was having a hard time with him because of that. He had to spend more of the precious Qi that Ash was trying to hold onto than he really should.

He needed to change that and right now. There was no time to waste.

“After I killed him—and I did kill him by the way, deliberately,” whispered Ash on a minuscule push of Qi, “I buried him head first behind my house, then I put an outhouse over his corpse. I took a morning shit on him every day. I went to the bathroom on his rotting carcass whenever I was home and felt the need. Just where a Bartek should be used, right? Should I do the same to you?”

In the next moment, Ye Chen’s eyes flew open and hatred began pouring out of him. Ash felt it when he fully joined the battle with every fiber of his being.

His Dao was now fully engaged and draining the Qi from all around them. Pulling it in faster and faster as time went by. Taking any stray whisper of Qi that came close to Ash.

There was also an unmistakable beat to the fight. Much as he’d experienced it before, Ash could feel the rising tide of it.

Leaning over Ye Chen, the flaming beast spewed out a lungful of Elemental Fire. The entirety of it washed off Ash before he even had a chance to react.

Locke had acted before Ash had realized there was a problem. She neatly cut the flame in two with a gesture of her hand. Each half of it roared past him on either side.

While the heat definitely reached him, it was significantly dissipated and didn’t do much more than give him a flash of heat.

“Ah-ah,” Locke said, wagging a finger back and forth as the fire burned off. “Bad dog. Bad.”

While it didn’t come from him as a direct ability, Ash could feel the Qi usage affect him all the same. Locke had to draw the Qi from somewhere and that really only left the Hall, their surplus or him.

Acting as his Martial Spirit meant that he was the only usable fuel source.

With his Dao running at full speed to give him a chance at Ye Chen, Locke acting as his Martial Spirit, and using Spring Step for almost every movement, Ash was running out of Qi.

Fast.

Flicking her right hand out, she made an odd hooking motion with her hand. Ye Chen suddenly appeared in a mirrored way. The ringed saber swapped to his left hand and he had his left foot forward instead.

He was also much closer to Ash now.

Moving his right hand like a whip, Ash aimed his blade at Ye Chen’s heart. He wasn’t sure how long he could keep this up and this was a perfect time to attack.

A shocked look and a sudden jerk of his torso was Ye Chen’s response. It was a move that was so fast that it might as well have been Spring Step.

Blurring in his motions, Ye Chen attacked faster than Ash could see. Faster than his Dao could keep up with as well.

The ringed saber slammed through Ash’s thigh in a slash.

Had he been any slower in his reaction, any weaker than what he was, any less densely packed with Qi, he’d have lost the leg right there.

Even as well off as Ash was, it still looked like many of the muscles in his leg had been severed by the attack. So great was the strike that Ye Chen’s blade was stuck in Ash’s femur.

Grabbing Ye Chen’s hand so he couldn’t pull back the weapon, Ash then lunged forward and upward with his much shorter butterfly blade. They were so near, pressed in close like lovers, that Ye Chen had no chance.

The butterfly sword slid up into his middle. It went up and in past the rib cage.

Ye Chen dashed backward even as blood spilled down his front in waves.

Spreading down his pants and legs in seconds.

His Martial Spirit looked down at his owner then broke apart into fragmented bits of itself. Each part becoming little more than strands of Qi that slowly vanished into nothing.

Laying one hand on his upper arm, Ash attached the large new chain he’d just received from Ye Chen.

“He’s dead. You clipped his heart, lungs, and abdominal aorta. There isn’t a Qi Healer alive that could tend to him,” Locke remarked in a cold, detached voice. “You, however, only had your femoral artery severed. Rou will need to get you patched together in the next five minutes or so.

“Give or take a minute, really. Chop, chop, my Chosen One. No time to waste.”

Not bothering to pull out the blade, Ash turned and began stumbling toward Rou.

Even before he’d taken a step, she rushed out. Laying her hands on the sides of his leg, he felt her strong, determined presence inside him.

Not far away, others were tending to the younger Bartek. There was even a Qi Healer in their ranks as they struggled to bring the young man back from the brink.

“He’s past the point of return. You blasted his Dantian with that strike as well. Even if he manages to survive, he wouldn’t want to,” Locke explained. Then she started to laugh darkly. “On top of that, whatever they did to push back his tribulations has failed. They’re all coming at the same time.

“Now that’s pretty funny. Even while they try to put him back together, they’ll have to contend with that massive wave of Qi coming for him.”

Can we steal it?

“I… what?” asked Locke in a confused voice. “Steal what?”

The tribulation. Can we take it from him? Sounds like free Qi to me.

Doesn’t it?

“I mean I could probably make it happen. It’s just Qi, after all, and he won’t be actively engaging it,” mused Locke as Rou continued to flood Ash with her Qi. He could feel her using his own Qi to merge with hers and bring the flesh, muscle, and skin back together. “Yeah, I could steal it. They probably won’t even notice it since they’ll be busy trying to save his life.

“In fact, we can claim we did it to help them. Trying to make amends for having struck him so badly sort of thing. It’s believable enough that they can’t just throw it back in our faces, that’s for sure.”

Do it then. Get me that tribulation, Locke Sheng.

Locke hadn’t fled despite the battle being over. Looming above Ash, she’d in fact been watching the Realm Lord, Elder Bartek, Ye Chen, and those who were assisting him.

Ash could feel the tribulations approaching now. It was a lot like hearing a thunder cloud on the horizon but not being able to see the lightning yet.

Grumbling in the distance like a hungry animal.

“I’ll take care of that,” declared Locke and then held out her left hand. At the same instant that she made the gesture, a wide oval opened from nowhere. It appeared to lead nowhere as Ash could see nothing on the other side.

Almost as quickly as the portal had yawned wide, the tribulation made its appearance. It flashed into reality above the younger Bartek. A bright red cloud on top of a purple cloud that had a black one at its center.

As if three different tribulations were all truly coming to the fore at the same time. Lightning bolts in every hue of the rainbow began to crackle outward from them and scorch the surroundings.

Then it promptly got sucked into the portal, disappearing into its depths and going completely silent.

Ash could hear the riot of the tribulations inside the Hall, however. Where everyone else saw it simply go away, he knew where it had gone.

What it was currently doing as well.

Locke waved a hand at everyone around.

“Ta-ta, everyone! Consider that our apology for harming Ye Chen so badly,” she said and then slid back into Ash and re-entered the Hall. As soon as she was present inside, he could feel her pulling the tribulations apart. Tearing them down into Qi and producing bricks out of them.

There was a mechanical efficiency to Locke sometimes that reminded him of her original state when he met her. The perfect efficiency with which she was dismantling the tribulations was one such occasion.

“There,” Rou whispered under her breath as the ringed saber fell out of his leg. “Good as new. Though the question becomes, do I dare to offer my help to them over there, or let them handle their own?”

Ash was watching the spunky redhead as she inspected the massive scar on his leg. The meek little mouse was long gone.

Changed in the exact same way that Chunhua had been.

Turning his gaze to Ye Chen and the others, he saw that they looked like they’d managed to somehow stabilize him. He wouldn’t be passing from this world into the next yet.

“No,” returned Ash in a murmur. “They’ll handle their own. Leave the scar for now, get rid of it later. You’ll appear almost as amazing as you really are if you get rid of the scar right now.”

Rou clicked her tongue and then ran her fingers over the scar.

“Too late. I already got rid of it. It’ll flake off later today as the skin regrows beneath,” she said and stood up, putting her hands on her hips.

At some point, she’d taken the ringed saber into her storage.

“A splendid fight,” Ash said aloud, his voice breaking through the dull, hushed voices of the other side of the battle. “I’m glad we were able to resolve it in such a way. I graciously accept Ye Chen’s defeat and pledge to move forward as if nothing happened.

“As befitting of the royal family and its envoy, as well as the Sheng clan. I think we should all collectively remember this moment and hold it in our hearts. Lest we forget that we’ve buried the hatchet here and someone else gets hurt later.”

“If you leave the chains on him, he’ll die in about an hour. They’re too heavy for how much Qi he’s taking in. Especially with his damaged Dantian,” warned Locke. “Best you not be anywhere near him when it happens. Somewhere public where others can see you and nowhere near Ye Chen.”

Consider it done, Locke Sheng.

All around the throne room, spectators were gazing at Ash in a very different way. There was no mistaking the triple tribulation that’d appeared above Ye Chen.

Everyone knew exactly what’d happened.

Or at least, what’d nearly happened.

And that Ash had defeated Ye Chen, taken the tribulation, and was already fully recovered.

“The stories they will tell, that I’ll tell, will be… unforgettable, Master,” exclaimed Na from his side. There was a fanatical edge to her voice that he couldn’t miss. “The moment Ashley Sheng stood above the plot of the Realm Lord who sent an Enlightened Mortal against him. Defeating him as nothing but a Refiner.

“A story for the ages. A story to thrill the hearts and excite minds. To remind everyone that rank isn’t everything and that even the great can fall.

“That crossing the Sheng is just asking to be eliminated from the cultivator’s path. Never to tread upon it again.”

Ash didn’t like the sound of that, but he couldn’t argue.

“Court is over!” yelled the Realm Lord. “Leave! Now!”

“You good for nothing flower pot!” Locke screamed from the audience. “You clearly just need a flower stuck in you since that’s all you’re good for!”

The Realm Lord screamed wordlessly and everyone hurried out.





Thirty-Three




Entering the envoy’s mansion, the Sheng party felt relieved.

There was a great madness that seemed to be spreading throughout Chang’e. One of hysterical fear and hope in equal measure.

People were celebrating that the Realm Lord, a tyrant no one cared for, was soon to be cast down. That the envoy to the royal family was stronger than even a Mortal cultivator.

The rumor went that all Ash would have to do was challenge the Realm Lord to a fight, and then take his life. As a younger, and technically weaker cultivator, the Realm Lord would have no choice but to accept such a request for battle.

Ash, of course, had no plans to do such a thing.

That’d bring the Emperor down to the lower realm and that wasn’t something Ash wished. Inconveniencing the Emperor was a good way to get your head removed from your shoulders.

“Well, that was… different,” Rou exclaimed as she shut the door behind them.

A number of servants rushed over to them and began offering them different refreshments.

From drinks to food, and even clothes, everything they could possibly wish for, was held up to them. It was done in a similar way to the Realm Lord in his throne room.

Though none of the servants looked distressed or even concerned with the situation.

If anything, they looked rather relieved that the envoy and his entourage had returned safely and without incident.

Or so Ash thought when he looked at them.

“That’s not a surprise. They probably receive benefits, good standing, and preferential treatment for being affiliated with you. Even as a servant,” mused Locke. She was still working on breaking down the tribulations she’d captured. Much of the work had already been done and now only the more passive cores of the things remained. “Without you being around, those would, of course, all stop. There’s even the possibility that they could be killed by the Realm Lord just in case you blabbed something to them you shouldn’t have.”

Ah… that does make sense.

This veil is so… wrong.

On so many levels.

Ash gratefully took a glass of water from one of the servants and dipped his head to them. Walking toward the study, he took a long sip from it.

Food wasn’t that much of a concern for him anymore.

Eating wasn’t something he did very often at all anymore. At most, he’d have one medium-sized meal a day now.

Water, of course, was still a need. Every cultivator still needed water regardless of how much they could nourish themselves with Qi.

Just less than a normal citizen needed.

“I honestly didn’t expect Master to win so decisively,” Na confessed, following Ash. “It was impressive. I don’t think I could have won as handily as he did.”

Locke didn’t say anything but Ash had the impression she agreed with that statement.

“Open the embassy to the outside,” Ash declared loudly. He didn’t have to imagine that one of the many servants in the household would hear him. Hear him and relay it accordingly. “We’re accepting guests under any reason. I’ll receive them in the study. Please lay out a lunch setting that will keep for a few hours.”

Rou and Na didn’t respond to his command despite the fact that he knew they were very curious about it. Likely wondering why he would do such a thing after the day they’d had.

I bet they were both expecting me to settle in and try to grow some moss until the morrow.

“To be fair, it’s what you would have done until recently. You’re certainly growing, my Chosen One,” remarked Locke. “Good timing, too. I give it thirty minutes before Ye Chen expires. I should have these tribulations mostly wrapped up by that point. Then I can begin processing those gains for you.

“I should warn you, though, you’ll likely end up passing right through tribulation of Mortality with it. He was extremely powerful and you were already on the edge of upgrading a cultivation tier. Becoming a Spirit Refiner that is.”

Great.

Just capture my tribulation when it appears and tear it apart.

I don’t want to bother with it. I can take the bricks and incorporate them later if I want to. I’d just have to purify it all in my Qi Sea anyway, wouldn’t I?

“Uhm… yes. You would. I’ll do that when it happens, then,” Locke said with some surprise. Then she laughed. “Never mind. You’re still just as lazy as you’ve ever been, my darling Chosen One. You’re just more active when you want to be.”

Smirking, Ash walked into the study and plopped himself down in an armchair. Summoning a book from the Hall, he held it up and began reading.

At the same time, he took a long drink from the glass of water.

He was going to enjoy what time he had before the guests began to arrive. He had no doubt that there would be those who wished to meet with him.

Even if they were only citizens looking to have him intercede on their behalf.




***




Waving a hand at the family as they left his study, Ash felt better.

Opening the embassy to guests today had apparently been the right thing to do. He hadn’t done so since arriving as the envoy and that had been an error on his part.

“Well, that worked out,” murmured Rou while turning to look at Ash after the family left.

“A simple matter resolved that I can collect later on,” Ash said and leaned back into the chair. “All they needed was a few stones to cover their losses. I’ll just demand it from the cultivator in question. Even if they decline, or flee, it doesn’t affect us at all. It’s a fortune to that family, and but a scrap to us.”

“I’ll have a letter drafted and sent to them, Master Ashley,” reported Na who was busily taking notes down with a charcoal stick. “And while it may be only scraps to us, I’ll remind you of how you met Yue, Master.”

True.

Today’s scraps are tomorrow’s feasts.

One cannot forget how such a monster as Yue came to be.

“Lord Sheng,” came a timid voice at the door to the study. “Should I bring in the next guest?”

Ash didn’t look at the servant but instead nodded his head, summoning his book once more.

“Yes, please. Thank you,” he said aloud, just to make sure they knew his wishes. 

“Of-of course, Lord Sheng,” answered the servant who was probably bowing right now. Ash didn’t look up or acknowledge them further.

Na, Mei, and Jia had been drilling him on how to behave as a powerful cultivator should. He was treating the servants with the utmost respect one could expect from a cultivator.

“Only a few minutes before Ye Chen expires,” reported Locke. She’d only finished up with the tribulations a short while ago.

Nodding his head, Ash continued to read his book. His eyes scanned across the page as he tried to look nonchalant.

It was in that moment that Ash felt something he hadn’t expected.

Life-Qi dwelling within a cultivator.

Pausing, Ash lifted his eyes and looked toward the doors. He could feel someone heading his way who was filled to the brim with Life-Qi.

“Demonic Cultivator,” murmured Ash in English.

Na and Rou both perked up at that. A second later and Rou vanished into nothing. Locke had likely pulled her into the Hall for safety. There was no possibility of the Qi Healer defending herself successfully against a Demonic Cultivator’s attack, after all.

She’d only be a liability if she remained in the study.

Turning a corner at the end of the hall, Ash could see the Demonic Cultivator look around briefly. Then he turned his head and spotted Ash.

Smiling, the middle-aged man inclined his head to Ash and began walking towards him. He had short light-brown hair, a face mostly free of wrinkles, and hard dark-brown eyes. There was no mistaking him as anything other than a cultivator who was on the edge of pushing into the middle realm.

“Good afternoon, Lord Sheng,” said the man and bowed his head to Ash after he’d entered the study. “My name is Gu. No surname. Never had a need for one given my commoner’s background.”

“Ash is just fine,” replied Ash, sending his book into the Hall. Gesturing to the seat across from himself, Ash gave the man a polite smile. “I’m no lord. Now, what can I do for you, Gu?”

“Ah, thank you,” laughed Gu. “My hips aren’t what they used to be and I’ve found I need to be slowing down more than I wished.

“Humans will climb upward and water will flow downward, though it seems my time of climbing is coming to an end.”

Smiling, Ash said nothing.

He was honestly unsure of how to proceed at the moment. This was someone who was his enemy. Someone who had attempted to kill him and those he cared for.

A man who was hiding his true intentions and self, hoping to disguise himself before Ash.

Sitting down, the Demonic Cultivator put his hands on his knees and then blew out a breath. He smiled at Ash and then nodded his head to him once again.

“I’m here to discuss the Realm Lord. I understand you have no love for the man,” stated Gu. He had the look of a man that was going to march into a house fire.

“No. I find him quite tyrannical and believe that he would be best served to soften his approach,” answered Ash easily. It wasn’t a secret in any way. He had to pick his words carefully now. He wasn’t sure what game the Demonic Cultivators were about. “One must make sure their windows are ready for the rain rather than worrying if the chair is crooked. I feel that he’s spent a great deal of time worrying about that chair, and not at all for the windows as the storm grows closer.”

Gu’s smile continued unabated. His eyes stared into Ash as if he were looking for meaning there. Or at least, attempting to figure out what Ash meant by his statement.

“You think there’s a great calamity on the horizon?” asked Gu, his head tilting ever so slightly to one side.

“I think that it’s one of his own making,” answered Ash honestly. “His heavy-handed nature and deliberate provocation of the royal family has set the realm on edge. Someone will need to back away from the edge of the ravine we’ve all run to, or be forced back from it.”

Ash waited for the span of two beats of his heart.

“Or forced into it,” he finished.

“Ah, yes, yes. I could most certainly agree to that,” Gu lamented. “Well, perhaps we can serve each other’s needs quite well then.

“You see, I represent a group of people that find the Realm Lord to be just as terrible as you’ve said. To the point that we’d truthfully like to see someone else sitting upon the throne.

“We have some influence within the realm and could easily petition to see someone new put into it. At least, put into it once it was vacant, that is.”

With a grunt, Ash nodded his head slowly. He didn’t need the vague allusion to murdering the Realm Lord to see what they were proposing.

It sounded a lot like what had been promised to the queen, in fact. What was likely promised to the Realm Lord, as well, in a different way.

There was no doubt in Ash’s mind that this was the same group who had been working against the Langye family.

Promising the queen all she wanted.

Infiltrating the royal guard and moving around in the shadows.

The same group working against the best interests of the Jade Fist sect and likely countless other sects he imagined.

A group that had tempted the Realm Lord into action.

One that could even forcefully change the memories of others to better fit their needs.

“I see. I would certainly not be opposed to someone getting rid of the Realm Lord,” allowed Ash. He wasn’t about to say that he was willing to take on that role, as he actually wasn’t.

Killing the Realm Lord would most assuredly annoy the Emperor.

“It’d have to be someone stronger than him, obviously,” continued Gu with a slow nod of his head. Someone with no love for him.”

Gu had clearly deliberately chosen the same phrase he’d used to describe Ash’s feelings for the lord. Likely trying to push the idea that ash kill the man directly.

“Most certainly,” admitted Ash, leaning back in his chair and holding his hands up in front of himself. It was a neutral gesture as if he were using his palms as scales. “One would have to weigh it all out accordingly. Killing the Realm Lord will most definitely annoy the Emperor and as we all know… when the Emperor looks your way, it’s best to not be seen.”

“Of course, of course. One would never do to annoy the Emperor,” Gu observed with a dismissive hand gesture. “I’m sure it’ll happen sooner rather than later. There’s no way it can continue like this. Too many missing and imprisoned individuals.

“There’s bound to be someone to stand up to him and relatively soon, I would wager. I’d be willing to bet quite a bit on something like that. In fact, I’d say a great many people with strength would stand up for that person when the Emperor arrived.”

Yeah… right.

“I wouldn’t,” argued Ash with a firm shake of his head. He didn’t want anyone putting words in his mouth at a later time. “Crossing the Realm Lord at this time is done so with the knowledge that you’re risking your life.

“Crossing the Emperor though? That’s a guarantee that your life is forfeit. It wouldn’t be worth it to anyone. No bet, no promise, no gift would ever be worth that. As you’d have to be alive to enjoy such a thing.”

“Ah, it seems I’ve wasted your time with useless ramblings,” apologized Gu, then waved his hand to indicate for Ash to remain seated. “It is what it is. Though I’m sure you’ll forgive me if I do still believe that the end is near.

“Regardless of the words that come out of your mouth, I’m sure you feel the same way on some level. Just a matter of time, isn’t it? And time is always rushing forward. I have to go to my next appointment.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” replied Ash, smiling now. “I wouldn’t say it was worthless. It’s just a different opinion, that’s all. I’d welcome you to stay for lunch, but it sounds like you’ve got other commitments. I wouldn’t want to keep you.

“I’ll keep your words in mind. I’m sure there’ll be a point when your wishes come true, I’m just not sure I’ll be here to enjoy it. My position as envoy isn’t for terribly long, after all.”

Gu gave him yet again another smile and stood up. Tipping his head to Ash in a deferential way, the man left.

Leaving Ash and Na alone in the study.

That’s odd.

I thought they were working together.

Or… or is this the Demonic Cultivators trying to figure out a different way at the same problem. Have me kill the Realm Lord then be killed by the Emperor?

Claiming all the while they could protect me or offer me rewards to do so, then pulling it away after the deed was done.

Much like what they did to the queen.

“Locke Sheng,” Ash whispered in a way that was half plea, half statement. He was sure he didn’t actually need to finish what he was going to ask.

“And away I go,” replied Locke, appearing in the corner of the room. She was dressed as many cultivators around the city would look. She was also wearing a hat that did a good job of covering her face. “Have I mentioned I really like being able to teleport around? So long as I’m in range, all is golden.”

As if to accentuate at that point, Locke disappeared and reappeared in the hallway. Then vanished again and popped into being at the far end of the hall where Gu had just turned away from earlier.

Once more, she simply ceased to exist.

“I wish I could do that,” grumbled Na.

“Actually, that reminds me,” said Ash as he remembered the Marital Home artifact. He’d been doing some finishing touches on the rings and had only finished the prior night just before presenting the first three rings to Locke, Na and Rou. “I have a gift for you and all the Brides.

“Wedding rings and a marital home. Or more accurately, an artifact called the Marital Home.”

Ash had found that he could store it in a smaller storage space, but not the Hall itself. He had a thought of what would happen if someone was inside it when it got put into the storage space.

Pulling it free, he set it down on the table in front of himself.

“It looks like a dollhouse, but it’s a storage artifact. Anyone with a ring like what I gave you, the keyword, and permission from the master ring, can enter it. It sounds a bit much for security, but we can’t have just anyone entering it since it’ll be where you store all your faction equipment and gear,” explained Ash. He set down the master ring next to the Marital Home. Then he pulled a large bag of wedding rings out and set them down on the other side. “Six hundred rings, one master ring, one Marital Home. All for the Brides.

“I figured if we were going for a motif, I might as well lean into it. After a while, the theme can end up being as deeply part of a history as the actions.”

Na gazed at the artifact and the rings, while lightly stroking the identical ring already on her finger.

“Mei will wear the master ring, as she is our head,” Na stated firmly. “Though I’ll test it now and report to her about its uses.

“Thank you, Husband. Master Ashley. This is a fine gift for the Brides and we’ll utilize it to our utmost.”

“Of course, of course, not a problem,” Ash said, watching Na closely. He was grinning now and he had a somewhat evil plan in mind. “By the way, I also purchased all the armaments the artifact store had. Every weapon, every armor, every accessory. Anything that could help the Brides. Put them all in the home.

“In fact, could I… take you into the home and show you some of them? Maybe the interior and a few… rooms?”

Like a bedroom?

Na slowly turned red and nodded her head, her eyes moving to him.

“I’d like that very much. Show me your bedroom first, then the rest after,” demanded Na. He knew she had as strong a libido as Mei did and she wouldn’t pass up the chance.

Then Ash felt Ye Chen die and a rush of Qi began to fill him. Loading up his Qi Sea with a torrential wave that threatened to fill it right up to the brim.

“I’ll handle that enough so that you can handle Na. When you’re all done ravaging Na’s pink fortress, just start cycling it all and we’ll have you break through. Then I’ll wrangle the tribulations and you can attack my own pink fortress!” teased Locke, laughing all the while.





Thirty-Four




Several days passed in an almost uneventful way.

Ash cultivated, met visitors, and generally made himself visible and available to the public. No other Demonic Cultivators came to see him, nor did Gu lead Locke to anything useful.

Once again, everything and everywhere was a dead end.

On top of that, the Realm Lord had gone eerily quiet.

He hadn’t called for court, made demands of Ash, or was he even seen outside his home. The man simply vanished and wasn’t visible or available.

For all intents and purposes, it was as if he was in hiding.

That or he wasn’t home and had left without a word.

Given such a thing had happened not too long ago, when he’d gone off to the Imperial City, it wasn’t completely out of expectation for the city of Chang’e. It was entirely possible the Realm Lord had once again left for no discernable reason whatsoever.

It wasn’t until the fifth day had come and gone that the Realm Lord finally reappeared. Or so a letter requesting Ash’s presence had informed him.

A letter that demanded court be held once again and at the same time as it had been previously.

This time it was all done with required invitations to be handed over.

At least, that’s what Ash assumed given the wording of the demand in his hands.

“Just seems weird that it reads like a formal invitation that is required in order to be admitted,” complained Ash in English. Then he popped the rolled document against his left hand with his right several times. “They even used what feels almost like card stock. This isn’t cheap everyday paper.”

“It is certainly strange,” agreed Na with a heavy sigh. She was eyeing everyone around them with concern. Her jade weapon was coiled up around her right arm underneath her gi.

He’d seen it when she lifted her arm up to brush her hair back earlier.

“I fear that this is going to be a problem,” Na continued as the line moved forward again. “I suspect that we will be the target, or someone else will be. Though… given your strength, it’s not really a concern, is it?”

Ash only shook his head to that.

Since Ye Chen’s death and the Qi that rushed into him, Ash had improved. Then he improved again, after Locke entrapped the tribulation that came for him.

He was now at an Empowered Mortal level.

Unless the Realm Lord had some hidden power, which honestly Ash suspected was likely, Ash was more powerful than he was at a base level. In fact, he would likely need to consider what to do with himself when his position as envoy ended since he couldn’t legally remain in the realm.

His power level had pushed him right out of his home realm.

By law, anyone who was in the Mortal realm or higher must depart the lower realm. Only those authorized by the Emperor could remain.

Or temporarily as part of a court hearing as the Realm Lord had demonstrated with Elder Bartek.

Ash couldn’t contemplate it very long as the line moved again. Then again.

They moved forward at a surprisingly quick pace. Ash and his group finally arrived at the front and stood in front of a cultivator who was a personal guard for the Realm Lord.

They’d practically been at the very back of the line, which was odd considering that they’d arrived at their normal time. There weren’t many people behind them.

“Invitation of acceptance to special court,” drawled the guard in a very bored way. He held out his hand and barely made eye contact with Na who was at the front of the trio.

Na pulled the invitation out and handed it over to the guard.

The man didn’t bother to inspect it or even look at it. He flicked it down to the table beside him without even a glance at it.

“Make your way inside, take your seats, and please wait for the Realm Lord,” mumbled the guard. The way he said Realm Lord had a distinctively sour sound to it as well. As if the guard was bothered by the fact that the Realm Lord was holding court in this way.

Na, Rou, and Ash did as instructed and entered the throne room.

Today it looked no different than previous sessions of court. In fact, it looked identical now that Ash was paying attention to it.

Not a single thing was different other than the requirement to enter.

“Should we go take our seats then?” asked Rou, her head turning left and then right as she scanned the interior.

“You might as well, given how late you are,” boomed the Realm Lord, striding out from the crowd. He’d apparently been talking to someone in it. “Practically the last ones in before the doors shut!”

As if on cue, the very doors they’d entered from chose that moment to slam shut. 

Except no sooner than the guards took their places next to the door, then they drew swords. In the next moment, they’d rammed the blades home into the backs of the nearest attendees.

Life-Qi began to flutter and appear amongst the crowd. In the guards and attendees alike. Whatever they’d done to suppress and hide the Life-Qi was failing or being removed.

“What the—”

Before the Realm Lord could finish speaking, a man in a dark black robe appeared from the crowd. Lunging toward Ash, his weapon was quite accurately aimed at Ash’s heart.

Na was there in a flash, knocking the weapon and attacker aside with a jade spear.

No sooner than she’d brushed the attack away, she brought the back of the spear around. The butt of it slammed hard into the temple of the person who’d attacked him and dented their skull.

They collapsed to the ground and went still.

Even as someone had attacked Ash, another attempted to drive a sword through the Realm Lord’s middle. However, the man’s strength had failed against the lord and he’d had been forced to eat his own weapon.

Ash felt something he didn’t want to in the next moment.

An extreme buildup of Life-Qi that heralded a massive attack by a Demonic Cultivator. Something he’d experienced before and didn’t want to again.

A sudden, bright light caught his attention out of the corner of his eye.

Dropping down a massive wall of condensed Qi without delay, Ash had a split second to see it was indeed a beam of Life-Qi. It was brought around in a horizontal slash which chopped a great many of the court guests in half.

The Realm Lord deflected the beam with an artifact he pulled out, so he survived the attack as well. The attack was sent slashing up towards the ceiling of the throne room.

Gu was standing near the throne looking quite surprised that his attack had failed to kill Ash or the Realm Lord. He pulled his arm further to the right even as he continued his attack, though.

The beam was dragged through a great many more people.

People who were cut in half at the waist as the incredibly powerful beam burned their flesh to nothing more than char and ashes.

I guess they’re done playing.

They want to eliminate everyone here entirely. Wipe out the court and leave no survivors behind. No one to talk about what had almost happened here and in the Imperial City.

But why?

Why now?

Rou was already pulled into the Hall at this point and Na was holding her spear in both hands. She stood back to back with Ash and defended his rear as he did the same for her.

“I can’t get out!” shouted Locke. “There’s a formation that’s active here. It’s blocking all Martial Spirits! I can’t leave the Hall! Nor can Rou now that I brought her here.

“You can enter but you can’t leave.”

What!?

Grimacing, Ash looked around the throne room. He didn’t like the situation one bit and had realized that this wasn’t the time or place for him to remain.

Pull Na and I in. Now!

We’ll wait this out.

In the very next moment, Na and Ash were in the Hall.

Then they were kicked back out into the throne room.

“Damnit! Something changed. I can’t… it’s like someone realized what was happening when I pulled Rou over,” explained Locke. “It’s like trying to pull you through a closed door now.”

“Fine, whatever,” growled Ash. Reaching back with his left hand, he put his hand to Na’s rear and began to push. He was regretting not having a weapon at the moment but he was at least confident he could fight hand to hand. “To the wall! A corner preferably!”

Na got the hint and began to creep forward moving away from Ash and toward the far wall.

Keeping pace with her, and his back to hers, Ash shadowed her.

A number of people who looked more like bystanders approached them, only to flee in a different direction. None of them wanted to deal with Ash or Na at all.

There were people that Ash picked out amongst the crowd that noted Ash and Na’s movements. They watched from positions of safety and kept an eye on them.

A man filled to the brim with Life-Qi appeared from a small clump of people huddling together for safety. He lunged forward with a longsword aimed at Ash’s side.

Using Spring Step, Ash slapped the weapon away, his fingers smacking into the middle of the blade. It was struck with such force that the sword came loose from the man’s hand.

It spun in an odd way, the handle leaping out of the man’s hand and coming around to Ash.

Snatching it out of the air, Ash flicked it around in a shallow arc.

With a wet squish, it passed neatly through Demonic Cultivator’s neck and freed his head from his shoulders, sending it topping to the right with the force of the attack.

Life-Qi began to spew out of the man’s severed neck. It looked like yellow lightning, branching out wildly in every direction.

Striking several people, it speared through them and kept going. Only vanishing when it ran out of energy.

“Fucking hell!” screamed Ash, instinctively dodging away from the deadly situation.

Then the Realm Lord loomed up before Ash.

There was a grim smile on the man’s face as he moved in with a bloody shortsword in hand. Only a fool would doubt the man’s intentions in this situation.

He’s going to try and kill me, then blame it on the Demonic Cultivators.

Damnit all!

Stepping forward and in close, the Realm Lord held out his left hand. A white ball of Qi shot forth from his hand.

Ash had only a second to intercept it with his left hand before it struck him.

Rather than catching it, he tried to simply direct it away from himself and siphon off some power for himself.

Once done, he tried to feed it to his Dao.

Unfortunately, it didn’t respond. It sat like a lump of coal inside him.

Unresponsive.

“It’s the formation! It’s blocking even Dao paths!” cried Locke. “I’m trying to get through it but it’s really strong. Extremely so!

“I think maybe this was a trap. One meant for us but sprung on everyone! I bet the invitation was far more than we thought! We underestimated the Realm Lord!”

Damn!

Gritting his teeth, Ash only now realized how dependent he was on his Dao. How much he’d used it as a crutch to help him win fights, rather than improving his martial abilities.

Or more importantly, instead of earning experience in battle.

The Realm Lord, on the other hand, was a man who’d been in countless life and death battles. Situations where everything was on the line for him.

Even as Ash tried to return to a neutral position, the Realm Lord was on him. His attack had opened up Ash’s defenses, bringing his sword out of position from where it should be.

Two quick thrusts came in and Ash could do nothing. The first came in low and caught him in the guts. He felt the tip go in through his abdomen and likely his intestines.

The second, he’d managed to bring his sword around a bit better and had deflected it wide. It ended up sticking deep into Ash’s left shoulder.

“It’s alright, child,” yelled the Realm Lord over the din of battle. “It was never a fight you could win. I’ve lived too long, done too much.

“Cultivation and talent account for much. But not everything. Experience can be a great equalizer. Otherwise, how would I have survived as long as I have?”

Smirking at Ash, the Realm Lord had pulled the villain trope card and was using it brazenly. Monologuing and believing the fight to be over before it was.

Right, uh, okay.

What can… what can I do? I need to—

An idea came to Ash. One that was equal parts possible and ridiculous. It was also the only plan he had, since bleeding to death was his other option at the moment.

He knew instinctively that the Realm Lord’s thrust into his abdomen had been a bad one.

One chance here. One chance and it’s going to need a little luck.

Looking around, he saw what he was looking for, though it was a bit further away than he wanted. A Demonic Cultivator filled with Life-Qi slaughtering people.

Much closer, Gu stood to one side working his sword back and forth across the neck of a cultivator.

He was currently sawing the head off the young man.

The Realm Lord also noticed the glance, then frowned. His eyes lingered on Gu for several seconds before they came back to Ash.

Finished with his grisly work, Gu held up his left hand and Life-Qi began to pour out of the young man. Washing into Gu, it rapidly filled him.

Ah, it really is through murder and sacrifice.

What a despicable martial art.

“Gu!” shouted Ash before the Realm Lord could act. “Now!”

Snapping his head to the side, Gu looked at Ash and the Realm Lord, then lifted up his right hand with the sword.

It was the perfect response for Ash.

The Realm Lord turned to face Gu and held up the artifact he’d used earlier. As if expecting another beam attack.

Given his heaven’s sent chance, Ash acted.

“Na, dive!” he shouted in English as he moved.

He ignored Gu.

Ignored the Realm Lord.

Moved away from the safety of Na’s back.

Rather than worrying about all that, Ash charged the Demonic Cultivator who hadn’t even been watching Ash, the Realm Lord, or Gu. He’d been entirely focused on slaughtering people.

Reaching the man, Ash launched Spring Step in a slash attack.

He cut the man’s throat with the monstrous blow. He’d done it in such a way that most of his head came free. Slapping into his shoulder and sitting there.

Dropping the weapon, Ash grabbed the Demonic Cultivator around the shoulders, bent him over in front of himself, and hung onto him.

Pointing the partially decapitated man at the Realm Lord and Gu.

Then the Life-Qi the Demonic Cultivator had inside himself tore free.

Shooting out much as it had done previously. Blasting out in random arcing pathways like the branches of a tree.

Stabbing and piercing through anything in its way. Burning a path through anything it touched as if it were sharpened to the point of being a single particle wide.

It tore through the Realm Lord, Gu, and everyone around them.

Holding onto the Demonic Cultivator, with the man’s ass pressed against Ash’s lap, Ash tried to aim it partly upwards. Letting the corpse bend partly in the middle.

The Life-Qi came out at an angle. Most of it headed upward and outward.

Away from Na.

Several seconds after that, the Demonic Cultivator’s corpse exploded. Sending bloody bits of bone and flesh in every direction.

So much force was exerted that it was as if a pressure cooker filled with meat and tomato sauce blew up. The explosion painted everything in red gore, as well as turning bones into shrapnel.

It also knocked Ash clean out as even more explosions went off.





Thirty-Five




“Helloooo?” asked a clear male voice. At the same time, the speaker shook Ash quite forcefully. “Wakey, wakey, friend.”

Groaning, Ash tried to turn away from them. He felt incredibly tired and worn out. The last thing he wanted to do was wake up.

Then his mind turned over and he realized that he’d just been blown up.

Ash’s green eyes flicked open and he found himself staring up into the face of a man in his early thirties. He had dark-black hair, warm-brown eyes, and a handsome smile on his face.

“Ahhhh, he wakens,” proclaimed the man with a laugh. “I thought for sure you’d bought your ticket to reincarnation. You’d have gone right through the judges fairly quick, being so young. I might have been able to catch you popping out of your mom in an hour or two.

“To be fair, it’s hard questioning fresh-born souls but that’s more due to the fact that you’re forgetting everything so quickly. As opposed to interrogating a baby, as that’s actually rather easy.”

“I— what?” asked Ash. He was extremely confused and didn’t really understand what the man was saying. If he was being honest with himself, it was only partly due to him feeling like his head was ringing.

Most of what the man had said seemed insane to Ash and didn’t really make any sense at all. The very idea of interrogating a baby wasn’t something a mentally stable person would consider.

“So… what happened here? It looks like someone decided to try to paint with severed limbs while blindfolded,” muttered the man, looking away from Ash to scan the room for a few seconds. “It’s honestly horrible. I haven’t seen the like of it in a while.”

“Demonic Cultivators,” answered Ash, forcing his brain into working. Turning his head, he looked about the room as well. It really did look like something out of a horror movie. It looked as if a number of Demonic Cultivators had detonated. “They blew up. Dunno why, but they all exploded.

“Spewed Life-Qi out everywhere in doing so. Along with, well, them. They spewed out everywhere, too.”

“So I gathered from the intestines. They’re over there, and there… and there, and look, there’s even some dangling from the chandelier,” agreed the man, pointing upward at the same time. “Rather avant garde, isn’t it?”

Ash didn’t look. He didn’t really want to.

Locke…? Where’s Na? Is she okay?

There was no response from Locke. It was as if she wasn’t there at all. He couldn’t even feel her, in fact. Nor could Ash see any sign of Na in the throne room.

“What’s a Demonic Cultivator?” asked the man, putting his gaze back on Ash. “Never heard of it. That a new society or something?”

“Uh, no. It’s… a type of cultivator,” answered Ash. Pulling his arms back, he got his palms on the ground and pushed himself up to a sitting position. “They take the life force, or Life-Qi, from someone else. Steal it, really.”

“Oh, is that all? That seems almost boring given the name,” complained the man. He leaned back from Ash and was now in a squat. Reaching up, he flicked something out of Ash’s hair and then shrugged his shoulders. “I was expecting something… you know… demon… like.”

“Looked like it might have stolen their soul, too,” added Ash, eyeing the man now. He was dressed immaculately and didn’t seem to be radiating power at all. From what Ash could tell of the man, he seemed entirely normal. “Oh, and if they use it as a beam attack and you get touched by it, it just… burns through you.”

“Ah, that would explain some of the wounds I saw then. Interesting. I suppose the soul stealing is kinda demonic, too. Mm, kinda fits,” admitted the man with an odd shake of his head. “Anyway. What exactly was going on here? Seems like a party gone bad.”

“I have no idea,” confessed Ash as his mind continued to try and catch up. He felt sluggish and slow. If his brain had a transmission he’d say he was having problems getting out of first gear.

“Okay, and the Realm Lord then. How does he play into all this?” demanded the man. There was no room for Ash to not respond.

There was an overwhelming compulsion to answer him.

“Realm Lord was working with the Demonic Cultivators. They were taking over sects. Converting them to their belief,” Ash answered with a shrug. “They also attacked the royal family and killed most of them. They promised the throne to the queen. Couldn’t deliver it in the end since I caught them.”

“You did?” prompted the man, tilting his head to one side.

“I did. I am Ashley Sheng. I am the clan head of the Sheng clan and alliance. We halted the Demonic Cultivator’s progress,” confirmed Ash. “We saved the current king and, honestly, the royal family. It would have been killed off entirely.”

“Seems like the realm owes you a debt then,” the man remarked with a smirk. “And what of the Realm Lord? Did the Demonic Cultivators turn on him?”

“Kind of. They reached out to me to try and persuade me into killing him. I refused since that’d go against the Emperor’s laws,” explained Ash with a shake of his head. He couldn’t look away from the man. To be honest, it was as if the man had ensnared Ash with his gaze alone. “I think they were trying to get rid of him. They were probably afraid the Realm Lord would turn on them and alert the Emperor to it all.”

“Ah, so they killed him in the end,” mused the man.

“No, I did. He tried to kill me during the mad melee that the Demonic Cultivator’s caused. So I killed him,” Ash admitted.

“You did? That seems far-fetched,” questioned the man, looking at Ash a bit differently now. “As an Empowered Mortal, you have the strength for it, I guess, but… still seems wrong. The Realm Lord was strong. Stronger than most people knew.”

“Used a Demonic Cultivator corpse as a weapon,” explained Ash.

“Ooooh, now that makes it all fit. Got it, got it,” stated the man.

“Who… who are you?” asked Ash. His head was starting to slowly feel a bit better.

“Ah, yeah, I guess it’s probably about time for that,” supposed the man. “Me… I’m the Emperor of the Heavens. I’m here because I felt my Realm Lord die.

“You know, the one you killed. On top of that, you remained in this realm despite being beyond the boundary of mortality. Anything else I should know?”

Once again the compulsion to answer the man rolled over Ash. Given what he just said, that his identity was that of the Emperor, Ash knew that it was an ability being used against him. One that was so strong he couldn’t even feel the use of it.

“My wife is Ju Langye, the crown princess. When we wed, she was far removed from the throne. I’m too close to becoming the royal consort now,” blurted out Ash, trying to desperately not say anything to the Emperor and failing spectacularly.

“That… yeah, that’s definitely not any good. Not your fault though, either. Sounds like your marriage was perfectly legal when it was first arranged,” murmured the Emperor, gazing at Ash in a curious way. “I’m sure Hu will shore up the lineage as quickly as he can. Your wife won’t be the crown princess for long. So long as she has no desire for the crown, it’ll be fine.

“Still a problem though. I can’t really be lenient in these things, ya know. People would start thinking I’ve gone soft. Can’t go soft. That’s when the knife slips in.”

Laying his hand to Ash’s head, the Emperor gave him a cold smile.

In the next moment, Ash felt the world shift around him while his thoughts and mind were popped open at the same time.

It completely collapsed around him and all went dark in an instant. Only to open up once again, revealing that they were in the throne room of King Hu.

Standing up, the Emperor turned and looked at the king.

“Good afternoon, little Hu. It’s good to see you,” remarked the Emperor. “Ju, a pleasure to see you, as well. My condolences on your family’s loss.”

“Emperor!” yelled the brother and sister at the same time.

Collapsing down to their hands and knees, they slammed their foreheads to the ground.

At the same time, and likely due to their own reaction, the rest of the throne room all did the same. Everyone prostrated themselves to the Emperor of the Heavens.

Ash could see Mei, Jia, Moira, and Tala off to one side. They were all bent low in the same way as the royal family.

“I got the news from Ashley Sheng, here,” the Emperor said, waving a hand at Ash. “Sounds like I have to weed out my gardens. I admit I wasn’t paying as much attention to things as I normally had, but I didn’t realize it was already this bad.”

“Emperor, you could never do any wrong. I’m sure—”

The Emperor made a hand gesture and the room was silenced. The Qi he pushed out had been all encompassing and engulfing.

Like a tidal wave flattening a small coastal village.

There was nothing to be heard.

Not even the wind or the rustle of cloth made a sound.

“I will tend to the matters that need my attention. These… Demonic Cultivators must be dealt with,” declared the Emperor. “First, I must assign a new Realm Lord. It would seem my previous choice was on the path to betrayal.

“Forgetting all the favors I’ve done for him and betraying our friendship. Acting as if the meal I put in front of him is nothing and serving it to another.”

Even as the man spoke, Qi began to build around him. A hot, heavy Qi that was full of anger and righteous indignation.

Fleeing in the next moment and vanishing as if it was only an illusion.

“Let’s see… we’ll just throw out a pulse and check who fits the bill power-wise that I can raise,” remarked the Emperor more to himself.

A gigantic blast of Qi swept out in the next moment. It washed over everyone and everything.

To Ash, it felt as if someone had held up a magnifying glass to him and was roasting him underneath the rays of the sun. There was no escaping it.

“Ah, well, that’s interesting. It’s also a nice, suitable reward,” crowed the Emperor with a laugh.

Reaching out into nothing, the man grasped at the air itself. His hand clenched with nothing in it.

Simply by jerking his hand back, an older man appeared before him.

It was none other than Gen Sheng.

“Hello, Gen Sheng. I know you from your familial ties only,” declared the Emperor, gesturing toward Ash. “I’m going to increase your power to the peak of an Empowered Mortal and cap it. You will be my Realm Lord here in the lower realm. This is my gift to the Sheng Alliance for their assistance with the Demonic Cultivators and their support of me.”

Gen blinked several times, then dropped down to hands and knees, bowing low to the Emperor.

“Whatever the Emperor wishes, the Emperor shall receive,” Gen shouted to the ground.

“Yes, I’m aware. Now, brace yourself, Realm Lord Sheng. This will hurt,” warned the Emperor. Then he reached down and pushed a fingertip into the back of Gen’s head.

There was a crunch as it penetrated the Sheng Elder’s skull and went in up to the last knuckle. His hand now pressed to the older man’s head.

“And there we go!” said the Emperor, pulling his hand back from Gen’s head. His finger was covered in blood, but there was no hole to be seen on the skull. There was no blood on Gen, either. “He’ll wake up in a few days, Hu. Care for him until then.

“Hopefully, that’ll mend the rift between my two rulers that occurred previously. I expect you two to work in concert since you’re technically family.”

“Yes, Emperor!” shouted Hu, still with his face pressed to the ground. No one had dared to look up.

“Now, the last thing to do,” the Emperor said, looking at Ash. “Rewards for your involvement in this.”

Ash felt his heartrate slow down at those words. He’d been admittedly rather nervous about all this. There was no telling how the Emperor would react to any situation.

“And punishment, I’m afraid. You did kill my Realm Lord. That’s a rule I’m very particular about, you know. Laws exist for a reason,” lamented the Emperor. “Normally, I’d kill you. However, since you served my purpose so well, I won’t.

“I’ll just imprison you for several centuries. If you manage to survive it, come look me up later. I’m sure we can find you a position at my court. You clearly have a great deal of talent and tools at your disposal, Mr. Back-carver. They’re rather interesting designs. I haven’t ever actually seen their like.”

He knows everything, doesn’t he?

Holy shit.

A swirling portal appeared next to Ash in exactly the same way that it had for those the Realm Lord had pushed through.

“No!” shouted Moira, leaping up to her feet. She rushed forward, clearly determined to argue with the Emperor.

“No? I beg your pardon, I wasn’t talking to you,” the Emperor said with what sounded like regret.

Then he backhanded Moira in a lazy and slow way.

While it wasn’t an attack, the act carried with it all the Qi the emperor put into simply existing. Which looked like a massive wall of force.

It connected with Moira and half of her body crumpled into itself and she was sent tumbling to the ground. Her body was broken in numerous places and blood was pouring out of her.

“Oh, damn. Shit, I didn’t think I hit her that hard. Was just trying to keep her back so she didn’t get pulled in,” remarked the Emperor as Moira began to twitch and spasm on the ground. “Think I fucking killed her. Fuck. Need to watch my strength in the future. That closed-door training really paid off.

“Anyway, off you go. See you in a few hundred years.”

Before Ash could do anything, he was flung through the portal.





Epilogue




Ash felt like he’d gone from daytime to nighttime, then to nothing.

He was currently indoors and there wasn’t a single shred of daylight he could see. In fact, there was almost no light at all.

The transition through the portal was as if he’d simply walked through a doorway. There was no delay or pause in any way, shape, or form.

“What?” Ash mumbled.

Turning around, he tried to exit the same way he entered. He desperately needed to get back to Moira. To stuff her full of whatever medicine was needed to get her back to normal.

“Oh fuck, what happened?” groaned Locke from a foot or two away.

“I have no idea, but my head hurts so badly,” Rou replied. “So bad. Damn.”

There was no portal.

No exit.

Ash couldn’t get back to Moira.

“No!” shouted Ash, then he cocked his arm back.

Activating Spring Step, he slammed a massive strike into the stone.

The attack was absorbed by a blue swirl that spread out across the wall. Almost like a rock dropped into a pond.

It rippled for several seconds and spread out, then eventually vanished as if nothing had happened at all.

“I can’t… I can’t get back into the Hall,” complained Locke. “I’m locked out. I’m locked out? Oh, god. I… I might get forced out of my body!”

Her volume and anxiety had gone up in equal measure until she suddenly caught her breath. Then let it out in a slow controlled breath.

“No, no. Calm down. Okay, I can… I can do this. I just have to really… be careful with myself,” muttered Locke. “I just have to cultivate and really focus on who I am. Call part of my soul to myself and… nourish it and keep it here. Yes. I can do this.”

“Everything hurts so badly,” grumbled Rou, pressing a hand to her head. She gave it a shake and then groaned. “I can’t even access my storage ring. It’s closed to me.”

Standing there, Ash realized that he was indeed completely cut off from Moira. There was no way to get back to her.

“What the fuck!” screamed Ash, followed by him groaning. Resting his forehead on the wall, he felt his mind sputtering to a halt.

He didn’t know what to do.

All he knew was that Moira had looked mortally injured.

Standing there, Ash stared at the wall without even seeing it.

A deep, sudden bang jolted Ash out of his morose thoughts. Forcing him to actually acknowledge the situation he was in.

So loud and resonant was the sound, that he turned his body to face it head-on. The noise was similar to two cars that had slammed together.

There was a scream that followed. Full of pain and anger, the scream was a lot like a challenge.

“We need to be careful,” warned Locke. “Use your Qi to enhance your vision. We probably need to move away from here. If this really is the Emperor’s prison, we need to find somewhere else to hunker down.

“Everyone would expect the… fresh meat to come through here. We need to get moving.”

Taking in a sharp breath, then forcing it out, Ash forced his emotions deep down within himself. He drowned them in his Qi Sea and made them settle to the bottom of it.

The anger, fear, and resentment was all sent down like a submarine with a massive hole in it.

For now, he didn’t have the luxury of letting himself feel it.

He needed to focus on the situation.

“Alright, let’s go,” Ash said and then summoned his butterfly swords from the Hall. “At least we can access the items in the Hall, even if we can’t hide in it. We’re likely far better off than most people.

“Forward until we call a stop. Don’t hesitate. If someone gets in your way to block you, kill them. If they want to talk, they can talk to our backs.”

Rou took in a shuddering breath, got to her feet, put a hand to her head, and then nodded.

“Then… then what?” she asked.

“We keep going,” offered Locke. “I read a book on this just… uh… just in case. This is the entry area. The greater prison is actually more like a city. An enclosed city.

“We need to get out of this building and out into the streets. From there, we can do something better. So… just as Ash said. There is no law here. No one to intervene.

“Might makes right and justice is lost. We run, kill, fight, escape.”

Taking in a steadying breath, Ash readied himself.

“Here we go,” he said, then began running forward.




***




Busting out of the front entrance of the prison and onto a street, Ash was unsurprised to see there was no light. No sun or moon shone above them. In fact, he couldn’t see beyond the gloom that was above them, but he was certain something was up there.

He just couldn’t tell what it was.

Behind them, a number of people were shouting for their capture.

They’d cut their way free and had done so without sparing anyone they came across.

Sensing the Qi around them, Ash felt a familiar disturbance. One that he’d experienced recently, in fact.

“Shen,” Ash whispered, turning his head and to look toward the location of the Qi.

It wasn’t that near, but not terribly far away either.

If he can survive here, or wherever he is, we can survive. Time to be a parasite.

Sprinting forward, Ash began zeroing in on the feeling of the man’s Qi.

It ran along the street he was on and didn’t seem to be out of the way. Nor was it in a building to either side. The Qi was still straight ahead.

Moving quickly, Ash didn’t waver or shift from the line he was running. He didn’t have any other ideas and this was likely to actually succeed.

Then Ash ran right over Shen’s Qi.

In that instant, he realized it was actually below him. Shen was hiding beneath the street.

Beneath? Then it’s a sewer?

Perfect.

I can see how he could hide there.

Up ahead, Ash could indeed see a gutter with a wide opening that probably led down. Filth with likely a number of disgusting origins was piled up in it.

To one side was a hole just wide enough for someone to squeeze through.

“In!” Ash hissed, running up to it.

Rou didn’t hesitate and dropped down onto her chest. Squeezing herself through, she wriggled herself into wherever it went.

“Shit, my titties better fit,” cursed Locke, then went down into the gutter right behind Rou. Her head was in the other woman’s robe. Up between her legs in fact. “You smell fucking amazing, Rou! Ash was right.”

Pushing herself forward, Locke got her upper half through and then she looked like she was yanked inside.

Getting down on his belly, Ash practically dove into the hole. Most of his body slid through quickly and scraped against the stones as he did. Four hands grabbed him around the shoulders and pulled him the rest of the way.

Even as he slapped into the floor of wherever they were, Locke was pushing trash into the opening they’d come through.

None too soon either, as their would-be assailants bolted past. Or so Ash judged from their yells, hoots, and the pounding of boots.

“Nice,” murmured Locke almost under her breath. “Good job, my Chosen One. Now we have a second to ourselves.”

“I smell amazing?” Rou demanded quietly, pulling Ash up to his feet.

“I mean, he thought so. I agree now having got a whiff. No idea what you do down there but it’s fresh and nice. Wanna share lady bit secrets?” inquired Locke in the same low tones.

“Not the time or the place,” murmured Rou then looked around. “What do we do next? This is safe for the moment but… we can’t stay here I imagine.”

“Now… now we go see Shen,” Ash said and pointed down a black tunnel. He could barely see anything even with the Qi enhancement. “After that… survive prison.”

“Well, at least I can have conjugal visits,” Locke joked, turning to look at the two of them. “Wanna be my prison sex-buddy, Rou? Between you and Ash, I’d be super happy.”

Rou groaned, laid a hand across her brow, and closed her eyes.

“First things first,” she said, then looked down the tunnel. “We do as Ash suggested.”

Ash just nodded his head.

He was thinking about Moira again.

Seeing her broken on the ground and most likely dying.

He’d never forget that moment.

He’d remember it.

Always.
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